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ABSTRACT

NAVAJO BASKETS AND THE AMERICAN INDIAN VOICE:
SEARCHING FOR THE CONTEMPORARY NATIVE
AMERICAN IN THE TRADING POST, THE NATURAL
HISTORY MUSEUM, AND THE FINE ART MUSEUM

Laura Paulsen Howe
Department of Visual Arts

Master of Arts

This thesis examines the display of Navajo baskets and examines some of the
possible meanings Navajo baskets can reveal. Acknowledging that the meaning of a
work of art changes when it is placed in different environments, the thesis explores
what meanings are revealed and what meanings are concealed in basket displays in
three venues: the trading post, the natural history museum, and the fine art museum.
The study concludes that the fine art museum has the most potential to foster a
dialogue about the contemporary Navajo.
Chapter one discusses the basket’s connotation as one of continuity and change,
a meaning essential to understanding the contemporary Navajo. It becomes clear

that when looking for the meaning of tradition and adaptation, the institutional
utterance of an exhibition venue must be one that allows a complex modern Navajo
identity to emerge.
Chapter two examines the institutional utterance of the trading post. In such a
setting, meanings of a mythical past emerge from the basket. The environment of
the trading post reveals a romantic view of the Old West that hides the meaning of
the contemporary Navajo from patrons and viewers.
Chapter three focuses on the natural history museum and the effects of its
institutional utterance on the Navajo basket’s significance. In this learning
environment, the Navajo basket acts as an artifact and meanings emerge about
Navajo ritual and history. However, natural history museums often educate
audiences through means like curiosity cabinets and living history displays that
distance the contemporary Navajo.
It is the fine art museum that has the most potential to reveal the adaptive,
contemporary Navajo, discussed in chapter four. Art museums validate baskets as
art objects when they exhibit them with Western painting and sculpture. Such
displays can hide the contemporary Navajo in a discussion of formal elements.
However, when an art museum exhibits a basket as a meaningful object, it allows
the basket to reveal the Diné’s desire for cultural continuity and the long Navajo
history of adapting to changing environments.
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INTRODUCTION
NAVAJO BASKETS AND THE AMERICAN INDIAN VOICE: SEARCHING FOR
THE CONTEMPORARY NATIVE AMERICAN IN THE TRADING POST, THE
NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM, AND THE FINE ART MUSEUM
On a recent visit by a Western Literature class to the Brigham Young University
Museum of Art’s American Dreams exhibition, the professor denied the classification of
art to the Anasazi basket displayed in the “Dream of Eden” section of the exhibition. This
section displays works organized around the theme of Manifest Destiny and includes
paintings by Western artists such as Maynard Dixon (1875-1946) and Minerva Teichert
(1889-1976). The professor’s remarks were of particular interest to me, because as a
graduate curatorial intern at the Museum of Art, I had worked with a comparative studies
graduate seminar in developing the thesis and organization for this very section of the
exhibition. I had also attended the discussion of the “Dream of Eden” section at the
Museum’s exhibition planning meeting, where I proposed the inclusion of various
American Indian baskets in the three thematic sections of American Dreams. As a way of
exploring the changing role of Native Americans and Native American art in American
identity, I proposed displaying baskets as natural history artifacts in the “Dream of Eden”
section, as luxury items in the portion of the exhibition dealing with American
aspirations, and mounted on the wall as fine art in the section entitled “Envisioning
America.”
The professor of the Western Literature class stood next to a well-lit vitrine
displaying a one-thousand year old Anasazi basket as he asked the class, “Is this even
art?” (see Fig. 1). He took various affirmative responses from the class including several
from students who commented on the aesthetic formal qualities of the basket. He then

1

told the class that the basket was not art, explaining as proof that, “We’ve abstracted
something that to the Indian was merely useful. It was a practical thing. We’ve extracted
it from its natural environment; we’ve literally set it up on a pedestal and called it art.”
The professor then taught the class the indispensable role of the sand painting in Navajo
healing rituals. The work is so sacred, he continued, it must be destroyed at the end of the
ritual: “Now, however, they stick it on with Elmer’s glue, and sell it off to tourists for
thousands of dollars. That just doesn’t sit right with me. To me, that’s not art.”
Although pleased that the display had provoked visitor interaction with the
exhibited basket, I regretted that he had missed our carefully crafted purpose for its
inclusion. We hoped that by pairing a basket with Hudson River School landscape
paintings, we could create a dialogue between a painted Eden devoid of inhabitants,
awaiting occupation, and a visual reminder that many inhabitants were inconveniently
already there. I also regretted that because the item was useful, the professor dismissed
the possibility that it could also be art. Arthur Danto, art critic and philosopher from
Columbia University, claims that works of art can have a second identity as useful
objects and that the idea of “placelessness”—that a work cannot be art if it has a use—is
a late twentieth-century attitude. 1
In focusing on the basket’s original utilitarian and ritualistic purposes, the
professor’s comments perpetuated the romanticism that still surrounds the American
Indian. Ritualistic connotations that the professor referred to as “most sacred” are

1

Arthur C. Danto, “Artifact and Art,” in Art/Artifact: African Art in Anthropology
Collections, ed. Susan Vogel (New York: The Center for African Art, 1988), 28-29.

2

certainly crucial in understanding and interpreting Native American art. 2 An exclusive
emphasis on such meanings, however, maintains a vision of the American Indian
participating in rituals overseen by medicine men as they did in the nineteenth century
when much Native American art was collected.3
But what about the Indian in the unexpected place?4 Can valid meaning emerge
from works made with glue and ground rocks for a profitable tourist trade? Can such
works play a part in Andy Warhol’s dialogue about consumerism?5 Can the creation of a
contemporary Navajo woman proclaim her patriotic pride in America, as does Lorraine
Black’s (b. 1970) Code Talkers (2002), a basket displayed in the American Dreams

2

Interestingly, Jonathan King points out that “traditional” American Indian art
was largely collected between 1860 and 1930, a period of turmoil for most Native
Americans in the United States. Ironically, King continues, the most traumatic period in
American Indian history is the time when the traditional Native American culture was
defined. Jonathan C. H. King, “Tradition in Native American Art,” in The Arts of the
North American Indian: Native Traditions in Evolution, ed. Edwin Wade (New York:
Hudson Hills Press, 1986), 70.
3

This interpretation of the Native American smacks of early Orientalist
scholarship when Orientalist academics were interested solely in the classical period of
whatever society they studied. The modern “Orient” wasn’t of interest to scholars until
quite late in the nineteenth century. Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage
Books, 1978), 52.
4

For further information on the static perception of the changing American
Indian, see Deloria, Phillip J. Indians in Unexpected Places. Lawrence, KS: University
Press of Kansas, 2004.
5

Warhol portrayed the consumer culture he saw in 1960s America both iconically
and ironically. Warhol admired the democratization of commodities—pointing out that
regardless of economic status, everyone could drink Coca-Cola—while at the same time
he portrayed movie stars and actresses that were devastatingly consumed by the
American public. Warhol eschewed traditional artistic media, choosing instead to work
with silkscreens and other printmaking processes to favor a more commercial approach to
art. H. H. Arnason, Marla F. Prather, and Daniel Wheeler, History of Modern Art (New
York: Harry N. Abrams, 1998), 540-541.

3

exhibition that tells the story of the Navajo code talkers and their role in World War II
(see Fig. 2)? Is there a place in a museum of American art for the art production of the
contemporary American Indian, whose identity has been shaped by both the national and
the tribal? In this thesis, I examine the display of Navajo baskets, a particular set of
Native American art objects, and examine some of the possible meanings Navajo baskets
can reveal. Acknowledging that the meaning of a work of art changes when it is placed in
different environments, I explore what meanings are revealed and what meanings are
concealed in basket displays in three different venues: the trading post, the natural history
museum, and the fine art museum. I conclude that the fine art museum has the most
potential to foster a dialogue about the contemporary Navajo, whose identity is a product
of continuity and change.
Various scholars have addressed the role of American Indian art in a display
setting. As early as 1985, George W. Stocking, Jr. remarked on the various meanings
objects of Native American art and other forms of material culture inherit when displayed
in a museum. Stocking argued that in addition to an object’s three-dimensionality, an
item acquires a fourth dimension of timelessness when removed from its historical
context and re-contextualized in a museum; a fifth dimension of power for those who
view and thereby appropriate the culture represented by the object; a sixth dimension of
wealth as an object in a museum depends on museum donors for its acquisition and
display; and a seventh dimension of a redefined spirituality in the form of Western
aesthetics.6 Ira Jacknis traces an early example of these problematic dimensions as he

6

George W. Stocking, Jr., “Essays on Museums and Material Culture,” in Objects
and Others: Essays on Museums and Material Culture, ed. George W. Stocking, Jr.,
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), 3-6.
4

looks at the displays of Franz Boas, a collector of American Indian art and the father of
professional anthropology, who sought, in the late-nineteenth century, to contextualize
native art in a museum setting using large cases and life groups.7
In 1988, shortly after Jacknis’ study, Susan Vogel curated an exhibition of
African art titled “Art/Artifact” at the Center for African Art in New York. She continued
Stocking’s discussion of the meanings that objects accrue when presented in a museum
by examining the different approaches to displaying anthropological works. Vogel
displayed various memorial posts of the Mijikenda people in one area as aesthetic
western sculptures (a display unlike any display by the Mijikenda), in another as part of a
period room where the posts appeared as items collected by a wealthy westerner, in
another area as part of the wallpaper of natural history display cases, in still a different
section as part of a historical diorama, and finally isolated in glass cases and lit as
precious objects.8 Vogel showed the viewer that each display was politically charged and
changed the meaning of the object in question.
As part of a 1988 conference entitled “Poetics and Politics of Representation”
sponsored by the Rockefeller Foundation, Patrick T. Houlihan proposed that the
traditional method of displaying Native American art to primarily non-Indian
audiences—through large survey exhibitions—presents information that merely resonates

7

Ira Jacknis, “Frank Boas and Exhibits: On the Limitations of the Museum
Method of Anthropology,” in Stocking, 75-112.
8

Susan Vogel, “Always True to the Object, in Our Fashion,” in Exhibiting
Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of Museum Display, ed. Ivan Karp and Steven D.
Lavine (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991), 191-204.

5

with viewers and is quickly forgotten.9 Houlihan suggests presenting fewer objects to
create a poetic image that will reverberate with viewers and send them seeking more
information. Houlihan further suggests including American Indians in exhibit planning,
seeing them as “poets” that can “help [museum professionals] find essential knowledge
and truths that predate our material culture and technology.”10
At the same conference, Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett discussed the inherent
problem in using objects as ethnographic artifacts to represent a culture. As such,
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett posited, the ethnographer determines their meaning through choice
of display rather than allowing meaning to emerge from a study of the objects in their
original context. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett further conjectured that the display of such a
“fragment” said more about the curator than about the culture metonymically alluded
to.11
Moira McLoughlin reached a similar conclusion in her 1990s study about the role
Canadian museums played in structuring how non-Native populations viewed Native
Canadians. Her published study examines various museums, allowing her to assert that
Canadian museums have historically portrayed the Native Canadian as “other,” that, like
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett maintained, museum displays reveal much about exhibitors’ own

9

Patrick T. Houlihan, “The Poetic Image and Native American Art,” in Karp and
Lavine, 205-211.
10

Ibid., 211.

11

Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, “Objects of Ethnography,” in Karp and Lavine,

386-443.

6

politics, and that few opportunities are given Native Canadians to have a voice in
displays.12
Studies of this difficult issue continued throughout the 1990s. In the introduction
to the published papers presented at a 1995 symposium entitled “The Changing
Presentation of the American Indian,” W. Richard West, Jr., current director of the
National Museum of the American Indian, claimed “The papers presented [at this
symposium], and the discussions that framed them, brought enormous collective insight
to bear on [this] challenging subject that, as far as I know, had never before been so
penetratingly examined.”13 He continued, “I can say with confidence that this volume is
the first to tackle seriously an important multidimensional issue in our cultural life.”14
The symposium is perhaps one of the most crucial and recent discussions of the display
of Native American art.
The ideas discussed at “The Changing Presentation of the American Indian”
primarily centered on the question of whether Native American involvement is important
in all levels of museum organization. James D. Nason, director of the American Indian
Studies Center at the University of Washington in Seattle, laments that Indian culture is
often pictured as a remnant of the past. Only with collaboration from native communities,
Nason continues, will curators be able to create a paradigm that includes the
12

Moira McLoughlin, Museums and the Representation of Native Canadians:
Negotiating the Borders of Culture (New York: Garland Publishing, 1999), 2.
13

W. Richard West, “A New Idea of Ourselves: The Changing Presentation of the
American Indian,” in The Changing Presentation of the American Indian: Museums and
Native Cultures, ed. National Museum of the American Indian (Washington: National
Museum of the American Indian, Smithsonian Institution, 2000), 7.
14

Ibid.

7

contemporary American Indian.15 David W. Penney, curator of Native American art at
the Detroit Institute of Arts, discusses different styles of museum display that have
formed current perceptions of the American Indian. Although he recognizes that the task
is not easy, he calls for museums to employ a variety of perspectives when planning
exhibitions.16 Michael M. Ames, director of the Museum of Anthropology at the
University of British Columbia, defines why such cooperation between museum officials
and Native peoples is difficult, attributing the blame to the complex social organization of
museums, the traditionally conservative nature of museums, and lack of funding.17 In her
personal practice, Joycelyn Wedll of the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe and director of the
Mille Lacs Indian Museum in Minnesota reports that she displays contemporary crafts
alongside traditional ones and includes first-person narratives and live interpretations
with the works on display.18
In her history and criticism of Native American art entitled Native America
Collected, Margaret Dubin examines museums and cultural authority. She discusses
many of the dilemmas that exist for curators seeking to include American Indian art in
their exhibitions and collections, examining the Western hegemony established by greedy

15

James D. Nason, “‘Our’ Indians: The Unidimensional Indian in the
Disembodied Local Past,” in National Museum of the American Indian, 40-41.
16

David W. Penney, “The Poetics of Museum Representations: Tropes of Recent
American Indian Art Exhibitions,” in National Museum of the American Indian, 61.
17

Michael M. Ames, “Are Changing Representations of First Peoples in Canadian
Museums and Galleries Challenging the Curatorial Prerogative?” in National Museum of
the American Indian, 85-86.
18

Joycelyn Wedll, “Learn About Our Past to Understand Our Future: The Story
of the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe,” in National Museum of the American Indian, 92.

8

early-nineteenth century collectors, the dangers of “over-installing” Native American art,
and the commodity values expressed by anxious patrons eager to buy Native Americana.
She also explains that it is problematic to view Native American involvement in museum
planning as the solution to poor exhibitions, pointing out that including the American
Indian voice does not necessarily correct an unbalanced presentation. 19
This ongoing dialogue between scholars does not include a discussion of the
different types of venues in which Native American art is displayed. Neither does it
evaluate which setting best presents the Native American with a modern identity. In this
limited space, I examine the display of Navajo baskets and explore which environment
fosters a dialogue that best reveals the contemporary Navajo. The baskets prove good
objects for study because they are found in many different kinds of exhibition venues and
also because they defy classification as unique products of Navajo culture. The Navajo
learned to weave from the Ancestral Pueblo Indians when they arrived in their traditional
homeland, the Dinétah, in the 12th century. During the 19th century, the Paiute
manufactured baskets for the Navajo based on Navajo pottery designs. At the turn of the
twentieth century, when the craze for Native Americana caught fire along the eastern
seaboard and collectors paid high prices for “real Indian art,” the Navajo started weaving
rugs, often modeling their designs based on suggestions by non-Indian traders who had
established trading posts on the reservations. In the later half of the twentieth century, the
Navajo followed that same trend, weaving baskets for traders, collectors, and museums.
The “genuine” Navajo basket has always been a simulacrum, or a copy for which there is
19
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no original. A study of the many influences that create the changing baskets—and the
contemporary Navajo—provides a more accurate understanding.
Such a study reveals two kinds of Navajo cultural identity as expounded by postcolonial scholar Stuart Hall. Hall argues that there are two kinds of cultural identity:
identity in being, which provides peoples a sense of unity, and identity in becoming, an
identity under constant transformation and subject to historical, cultural, and political
surroundings.20 Defining the Navajo identity is not essentialistic, i.e. doing so does not
argue that the Navajo is an unchanging stereotype beneath apparently different surfaces.
Rather, defining the Navajo character traces tendencies that explore identities of being
and becoming. As explored in chapter one, the Navajo arrived in their traditional
homeland in the 12th century and have been in almost constant contact with unfamiliar
cultures since then. Since they are relative newcomers to the Southwest, the Navajo have
historically adapted and incorporated elements of the contact culture when they saw the
advantage. This constant hybridization, has likewise fueled a desire to maintain
traditional culture despite continual change. In this space between cultures, the Navajo
have defined their own meaning and revealed their tendencies of being (finding identity
in traditional culture) and becoming (finding identity in constant transformation).
In his article “Exhibition Rhetorics: Material Speech and Utter Sense,” Bruce
Ferguson declares that museums are “consciousness industries” with a highly observable
politics and that exhibitions are speech acts of that industry in the center of an
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environment of “signifying noises.”21 How can a Navajo basket assert its world of
transformation when it competes for voice with the “institutional utterance” Ferguson
describes? Furthermore, which is the appropriate environment to allow a relationship to
exist between a work and its display that best reveals these many modifications that form
a contemporary Navajo identity: the trading post, where the simulacra was formed; the
natural history museum, dedicated to preserving and studying the basket as an artifact; or
the fine art museum, where it assumes its place as an aesthetic object?
In chapter one, I discuss the basket’s connotation as one of continuity and change,
a meaning essential to understanding the contemporary Navajo. Using the design of the
basket as a metaphor for Diné (how the Navajo describe themselves) history, I trace the
many environments and the tribal revisions in response to those environments. I also
examine the Navajo tendency to seek for cultural continuity in the midst of change. From
the Navajo arrival in the Dinétah in the 1200s to their introduction into American identity
during World War II and beyond, the Navajo character has defied simple classification as
an exotic other. It becomes clear that when looking for the meaning of continuity and
change, the institutional utterance of an exhibition venue must be one that allows a
complex modern Navajo identity to emerge.
In chapter two, I examine the institutional utterance of the trading post. The
trading post seems a natural home for the Navajo basket. Early traders like J. B. Moore
and J. Lorenzo Hubble capitalized on the growing market for American Indian objects in
the nineteenth century and modern day traders continue that tradition by displaying and
21
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selling the works of Native American artists in their western galleries. However, these
nineteenth-century traders also helped establish a theatrical Western stage. In such a
setting, the basket becomes part of that dialogue and meanings of a mythical past emerge
from the basket. Despite the concerted efforts of the National Park Service at Hubble
Trading Post National Historic Site in Ganado, AZ to employ American Indians and
despite attempts to showcase contemporary Navajo artists by the Simpson brothers at
Twin Rocks Trading Post in Bluff, UT, the environment of the trading post reveals a
romantic view of the Old West which hides the meaning of the contemporary Navajo
from patrons and viewers.
Chapter three focuses on the natural history museum and the effects of its
institutional utterance on the Navajo basket’s significance. Early in the history of
American museums, it was Charles Willson Peale’s natural history museum (1786-1827)
and its focus on education that introduced much Native American art, including Thomas
Jefferson’s collection from the Lewis and Clark voyages, to an American audience.22 The
subsequent natural history museums that inherited Peale’s education endeavors influence
another meaning of the basket. In this learning environment, the Navajo basket acts as an
artifact and meanings emerge about Navajo ritual and history. However, natural history
museums often accomplish their goal to educate audiences through means like curiosity
cabinets and living history displays that distance the contemporary Navajo. At Brigham
Young University’s Museum of Peoples and Cultures, for instance, the curiosity cabinet
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display defines the Navajo as separate from American identity. And at the Utah Museum
of Natural History, although the display admirably separates the Navajo as a unique and
dignified people and teaches about continuity, it conceals the basket’s meaning as it
represents the contemporary, changing Navajo.
It is the fine art museum that has the most potential to reveal the adaptive,
contemporary Navajo, as I discuss in chapter four. Art museums validate baskets as art
objects when they exhibit them with long accepted media of museum display—Western
painting and sculpture. Such displays can hide the contemporary Navajo in a discussion
of formal elements. However, when an art museum exhibits a basket as a culturallyrooted, meaningful object, it allows the basket to reveal the Diné’s desire for cultural
continuity and the long Navajo history of adapting to changing environments. Fine art
museum displays like those at the Utah Museum of Fine Arts continue to isolate Navajo
art production from Western art and focus on formalism. On the other hand, displays at
the Nora Eccles Harrison Museum of Art and the Brigham Young University Museum of
Art, begin to integrate American Indian art in a discussion of fine art. This dialogue
opens the possibility to reveal the Navajo identity of continuity and change.
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CHAPTER ONE
NAVAJO BASKETS: A VISUAL HISTORY OF CONTINUITY AND CHANGE
Studies of Navajo basketry define the traditional basket as the “wedding basket”
(Fig. 3). This ceremonial basket is made of sumac reeds that are split in three. The split
reeds are customarily died red, black, and white from native plant fibers and the colored
reeds are threaded around bundles of rods, usually two or three rods wide (see Fig. 4).
The traditional wedding basket design is characterized by a white center surrounded by
concentric designs of inward-pointing black triangles, a red circle, outward-pointing
black triangles and a white rim. Navajo singer June Blackhorse (d. 2001) recounted that
the basket reflects the landscape of the Navajo environment, identifying the white center
as the source of water or place of emergence, the immediate black triangles as
surrounding mountains, the red band as a rainbow, the next row of black triangles as
clouds, and finally, the surrounding white area as sunlight.23 The wedding basket always
provides an atiin, or a path leading from the center of the basket to the edge of the basket,
precisely at the point where the weaver terminates her weaving.24 This path symbolizes a
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weaver’s path of life, which must always be left open as a “way out.”25 The basket is
finished with a herring-bone design on the rim (see Fig. 5).
On the surface, the above description of the wedding basket appears complete.
But as Maureen Trudelle Schwarz, associate professor of anthropology at Syracuse
University, notes, “The designs on the basket are a visual record of Navajo history from
the emergence through every phase of life in this world. They record the critical events in
the construction of every aspect of the Navajo universe and in Navajo history.” 26 Navajo
art chronicles the history of the Navajo people. In this chapter, I discuss the meaning of
the Navajo wedding basket as the embodiment of both the Navajo desire for cultural
continuity and the long Navajo history of adapting to cultural change. Because the
Navajo learned the art of weaving from the Pueblo Indians, the basket’s tight weave calls
up the Navajo journey of emergence and Navajo contact with the Pueblo. The design on
the basket reveals its ritualistic purpose and can be read as evoking a quest for stability
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, an era of violent contact with the Spanish,
Mexican, and United States peoples. The atiin, or way out, suggests the era of trading
posts at the turn of the twentieth century when the Navajo found a pathway to survive
mounting pressure from the American government by profiting from Paiute services and
adapting to meet an Eastern United States market. Finally, the herring-bone finish and its
juniper branch design can be seen as representing the Navajo adaptation and creative
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response to changing environments, particularly the post World War II environment
when the Navajo began to assume an American identity.
Tightly Woven: Cultural Emergence and Adaptation
Navajo religious history tells of the voyage of First Man and First Woman
through three or four worlds and their encounter with various beings, including Spider
Woman who taught the Navajo how to weave. This original journey ends with the
couple’s emergence into the American Southwest near the La Plata Mountains of
southwestern Colorado or the Navajo Dam area of northwestern New Mexico, and the
birth of the Navajo ancestor, Changing Woman. Changing Woman created Diné (the
People) or the original four clans who continued to wander in the area.27 Navajo gods
created mountains as sacred protective boundaries around the nomadic Navajo, and the
Navajo still regard these original mountains reverently.28
Anthropological evidence also points to an original journey of the Navajo,
claiming the Navajo came from northern Canada around 1000 A.D.29 Navajo and
Apache languages appear related to the Athabaskan speakers who reside in Alaska and
northern Canada today. Like other Athabaskan groups, the Navajo were wanderers, in
contrast to the sedentary Puebloans who inhabited the same region. Archaeologically,
27
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Navajo material culture bears little resemblance to that of the stationary Pueblo who
maintained a continuous architectural style, fueling the belief that the Navajo are
relatively recent immigrants to the area.30 By the end of the 1500s, the Navajo had
spread throughout their present homeland—northern Arizona, northern New Mexico, and
southern Utah.31
The Spanish colonization of the region in the seventeenth century severely
disrupted life for the Navajo and the other surrounding tribes.32 From 1600 through the
1620s, the Spanish constantly raided Navajo tribes for slaves.33 Spanish priests took over
Pueblo land and subjected the Pueblo peoples in an effort to Christianize them. These
European colonizers were ruthless to the Pueblo peoples, particularly the Keres Indians at
Acoma Pueblo in present day New Mexico. As a punishment for refusing to give supplies
to a passing band of Spanish soldiers, the priests sentenced all Acoma Pueblo men and
women over the age of twelve to twenty years of slavery and cut off a foot of every man
over twenty-five years old. The Pueblo successfully revolted against the Europeans in
1680, pushing the Spanish out of their New Mexican colonies. 34
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Some Puebloans, fearing the inevitable Spanish return (which did indeed take
place in 1692), fled west toward the Upper Chama Valley, a site occupied by many
Navajo at the time. Housed under Navajo protection, the Pueblo taught the Navajo
Puebloan ways of life, such as masonry architecture, farming, pottery, and of course,
weaving.35
The Pueblo were a good source of information about basket weaving as they
descended from the Ancestral Pueblo whose early days are defined for scholars by the
tightly-woven baskets they used in their agricultural lifestyle (see Fig. 6). 36 The
Ancestral Pueblo coiled their baskets by threading strands onto a rod foundation and
often finished the baskets with a herring-bone braided rim, similar to the method passed
on to later Pueblos and to the Navajo peoples.
Landscape Design: the Restoration of Stability in Response to Violent Cultural
Contact
The first decades of the eighteenth century saw a series of wars with the Spanish
followed by nearly fifty years of Spanish-Navajo peace when the Navajo at times united
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with the Spanish against other tribes in the area—Pueblo, Utes, and Comanches.37 In
1786, the Spanish sought to control Navajo government by instituting leaders of their
own choosing—Don Carlos and Don Antonio Joseph, two Navajos who had difficulty
controlling The People because they had no precedent for centralized government. In
1796, the Diné allied with the local Apaches and raided Spanish settlements until Mexico
won its independence from Spain in the 1821 Mexican Revolution.38
Spanish contact during the eighteenth century served as another environment to
which the Navajo had to respond. The Spanish introduced horses and sheep into Navajo
society. Horses were a vital component and enabled the Navajo to raid nearby
settlements, and sheep became the subsistence of the relatively new Navajo agricultural
economy. Sheep were especially important as the source for wool for Navajo blankets, an
amalgam craft of Pueblo and Spanish influence that literally supported the Navajo
economy at the end of the nineteenth century. Robert W. Young (b. 1912), early Navajo
linguist, noted while examining this exchange, “The Apacheans, and especially the
Navajo, have always had a great capacity to absorb and elaborate upon cultural traits
which they have adopted from other peoples.”39
While Mexican confrontations characterized the first half of the nineteenth
century, it wasn’t until the United States entered the area in 1846 that life significantly
changed for the Navajo. The Navajo continued their warfare with various other tribes and
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the Mexicans, leaving both the Navajo and Mexicans vulnerable to United States
intrusion.40 Although it seems all parties desired peace, the non-negotiable parameters of
that peace varied so greatly that early discussions between all three groups— the Navajo,
the Hispanic, and the American newcomers—ended in warfare. Continued violence
between the Diné and the United States, punctuated by the United States breach of
treaties, taught the Navajo not to trust the Americans.41
In July 1863, Colonel Christopher “Kit” Carson moved against the Navajo,
having orders from Brigadier General George Carleton, military commander of New
Mexico, to either subjugate or exterminate them. Carson devastated the Navajo by
burning their crops, herds, and homes, effectively ruining their chances of surviving the
following particularly bitter winter. An estimated one-half to two-thirds of the starving
and frozen Diné capitulated the following February and began the “Long Walk,” the
forced relocation of nearly 10,000 Navajo from the Dinétah, the Navajo homeland in
northern Arizona and New Mexico, to Bosque Redondo, also known as Fort Sumner, in
southeastern New Mexico. The fort was established in hopes that away from their
homeland, the Navajo would learn peace and Christianity. 9,022 Navajos made it to the
camp, nearly twice the number the United States government believed existed.
Overcrowding and cruel treatment by the military became so horrific that in 1868, even
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the United States government declared the experiment a disaster and in July, the
surviving 7,000 Navajo returned to a portion of their homeland. 42
For the Navajo who escaped Carson’s “Long Walk,” life was difficult, though
arguably much better than for those who marched to Bosque Redondo. Navajo fugitives
in the Dinétah sought refuge in the mountains, lying low to avoid enemy tribes or White
intruders. Some sought refuge at Navajo Mountain and the Bears Ears, places where the
Navajo had historically lived peacefully with the local Paiutes. There, the Navajo and
Paiutes intermarried and began a new circle of intercultural exchange, the Paiutes later
manufacturing baskets for the Navajo.43
Throughout these two centuries of nearly continuous violent contact with enemy
tribes, Spanish, Mexicans, and white Americans, baskets served both useful and
ritualistic purposes that provided continuity amidst the upheavals of warfare. During this
time, Navajo women made three kinds of baskets. Two of the basket types were purely
practical: twined or coiled burden baskets made to collect gathered plants; and large
coiled jars, coated with pitch to waterproof them for water storage.
The burden baskets, similar to the burden baskets of Pueblo Indians, were semiconical and made by threading strands of sumac through U-shaped rods (see Fig. 7). The
edge was often finished by pushing the threads back into the basket or by wrapping the
remaining strands around a rod ring.44
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The woven water jar was particularly important for collecting water in the arid
environment (see Fig. 8). The coiled jar had two stacked rods as its base, around which
women stitched sumac. The Navajo waterproofed the jar in the same manner as their
Paiute neighbors, distributing the pinõn pitch evenly inside the basket by rolling hot
stones inside the jar. Women then spread boiling pitch on the outside surface by painting
it on with a brush. Larger baskets, ovoid in form with tall, wide necks, could carry up to
five gallons of water. Sometimes the Navajo would rub red clay into the jar before
sealing the color with pitch, but this limited dye was the only embellishment used to
decorate the jar.45
The Navajo also made ceremonial baskets to accompany the various rituals that
were required in Navajo society to maintain health and well-being in the community.
These baskets are chronicled in the “Blessingway”—the creation myth of the Diné—and
are considered sacred. Navajo rituals are overseen by “Medicine Men,” more
appropriately called singers. The singer is trained for many years, and typically performs
rituals at a patient’s home. Afflictions typically result from having offended the Holy
Ones, or ye’ii, and the singer chants to restore proper relations with these gods. The
singer always requires some form of compensation, and often, as payment, the singer
acquires the basket involved in the ceremony as his own.46 The Franciscan Fathers, a
group of priests who established a mission at Cienega on the Navajo reservation in
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1898,47 related some of the traditional uses of the basket: “The basket is also used as a
receptacle for the rattles, prayersticks, stones, herbs, medicines, and like ceremonial
paraphernalia. The ceremonial bath is administered in the basket. The mask of the
Fringed Mouth (zahadolzhai) is supported on a basket from which the bottom has been
cut out.”48 Some rituals required baskets with a particular design, while for others, any
basket would do.
While the ceremonial wedding basket is the most well-known of all the Navajo
baskets, a large number of baskets with different designs existed in the nineteenth
century. One of these traditional designs is the Spider Woman motif (see Fig. 9).
Washington Matthews, a U.S. army surgeon turned anthropologist of the first generation
of anthropologists to the Southwest, claimed the primary purpose of this basket was to
hold sacred cornmeal and labeled it a “meal basket.”49 Modern singers say the Spider
Woman basket is used in rituals associated with precipitation.50
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Matthews describes how a basket is used during the Night Chant. The Night
Chant, a ritual that lasts nine days, is a chant said to restore harmony in response to a
head affliction.51 Matthews explains: “The most important variety of sacred basket is that
which is here called the basket-drum [Matthews refers to a wedding basket] because in
this ceremony it is used (inverted) chiefly as a drum, although it is also used in other
ways.”52 Matthews describes how cornmeal is used to draw an incomplete circle on a
blanket with a cross inside the circle and how corresponding images are drawn in meal in
the basket. The basket is then inverted over the blanket. Matthews further notes, “The
Navahoes [sic] say, ‘We turn down the basket’ when they refer to the commencement of
songs in which the basket-drum is used, and ‘We turn up the basket’ when they refer to
the ending of the songs for the night.”53
Matthews also ascribed a practical purpose to the atiin, or path leading from the
center to the edge of the basket, saying, “The Navaho line is formed to assist in the
orientation of the basket, at night, in the medicine-lodge, when the fire burns low and the
light is dim. […] The rim of the basket is usually so neatly finished that the medicineman could not easily tell where the helix ended were not the pale line there to guide him.
It must lie due east and west when the basket is ceremonially employed.”54
Although “wedding baskets” were used for many rituals, they have a special place
of importance in marriages. The bride’s father places a container of water and a basket
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holding a portion of mush. He draws lines across the wedding basket with pollen—first
with white pollen from east to west, then with yellow pollen from south to north, and
finally circles the basket. The bride and groom then dip water over each other’s hands,
eating mush from the east, south, west, north, and finally from the center of the basket.
The remainder of the mush is left for the guests. The guest who eats the final portion of
mush gets to keep the basket.55
In her autobiographical report, recorded by Charlotte Frisbie, Navajo Rose
Mitchell, or Tall Woman, gives an account of her sister’s traditional wedding in the late
nineteenth century:
For a wedding, it’s our custom to eat out of a basket and do other things that come
from the Blessingway. […] When [the groom’s] family arrived at our place, his
relatives came, too. Of course, on our side we had everything prepared for them.
It’s the woman’s side that prepares the meat and other available food for the
man’s party to eat during a wedding. You are also supposed to prepare a special
cornmeal mush for that, and pour it into a good woven basket. The woman who is
getting married then takes that into the Hogan to the man, and they eat it together
in there. She is also supposed to carry a jug of water in there. They use that to
wash their hands before they eat. The practice is that they pour water over each
other’s hands. […] After they ate the mush, all the older People who were
gathered in the Hogan talked to the couple about how to live together in harmony
and raise a family in good ways. My father did lots of talking to both of them and
offered a prayer for them in the Blessingway manner. Some other headmen who
were there with us in the Hogan also talked, and some of the women spoke, too.
[…] When the speeches were over, we brought in all the food that had been
prepared for the feast that goes with that ceremony. […] It is the practice that if
any food is left over after the feast, the visiting group takes it back home with
them. And according to our customs, the basket that is used during the ceremony,
the one we call a “Wedding Basket,” is kept by the visiting party.”56

55

Whiteford, 35.

56

Rose Mitchell and Charlotte Frisbie, Tall Woman: the Life Story of Rose
Mitchell, a Navajo Woman, c. 1874-1977 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico
Press, 2001), 66-67.

25

Between the late-seventeenth and late-nineteenth centuries, the design of the
basket represented harmony through ceremony and ritual in the face of violent cultural
circumstances. Diné culture emerged from their creation journey subject to the black
clouds of surrounding cultures. The basket provided continuity for Diné society in the
face of opposition from enemy tribes, Spanish, Mexicans, and white Americans.
Attin, the Pathway Out: Navajo Adaptation to the Tides of Euro-American
Influence
In 1868, as the Navajo were preparing to leave Bosque Redondo, each of the Diné
chiefs57 as well as William T. Sherman, lieutenant general of the United States army and
Indian Peace Officer after his campaigns in the Civil War, agreed to a treaty that, among
other things, allowed “From this day forward all war between the parties to this
agreement shall forever cease. The Government of the United States desires peace, and
[i]ts honor [i]s hereby pledged to keep [i]t. The Indians desire peace, and they now
pledge their honor to keep it.”58 With relative peace established by this final treaty
between the United States Government and the Navajo Nation on the newly created
Navajo reservation, non-Indian traders began to move in and set up shop in the 1870s,59
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capitalizing on the cultural exchange that had existed among the Diné for hundreds of
years. Navajo response to the trading system offered the Diné “a pathway out” or a way
to survive in a changing economy.
At Bosque Redondo, the Navajo were exposed to flour, lard, factory goods and
other foods and materials used by white American society. So when Latter-day Saint
(Mormon) settlers from the North and the already present Spanish traders established
posts in the area, the Navajo were anxious to acquire Euro-American conveniences from
the traders. For example, to make a Navajo wooden cup, one had to find wood containing
a burl, or a small lump or knot, remove the burl, season and smolder the burl cavity, and
scrape away the charcoal. This process of hollowing the wood often needed to be
repeated several times. J. Lorenzo Hubble, an early trader at Ganado, Arizona, offered a
tin cup for 15 cents. When provided with the new cup, making the wooden variety
seemed too cumbersome.60
The trader provided various basic wares to the Navajo. Posts generally stocked
items for cooking and maintaining a hogan61 such as flour, coffee, lard, sugar, salt,
baking powder, bolts of cloth, tinware basins, plates, bowls, cups or mugs, tools
(hatchets, rope, buckets, knives, shears), weaving materials, sewing needles, lanterns,
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shoes, and hats. Foodstuffs included salt bacon, salt beef, crackers, candy, canned milk,
canned tomatoes, and canned peaches.62
Beyond serving as the local grocer, the trader’s identity grew through the latter
decades of the nineteenth century to fill many roles in Navajo society. Hubble felt traders
served as “everything from merchant to father confessor, justice of the peace, judge, jury,
court of appeals, chief medicine man, and de facto czar of the domain over which he
presides.”63 Indeed, the trader was fully entangled in Navajo society, often being called
upon during times of distress. Subject to the needs of Navajo society over a long period
of time, the trader became a Navajo fixture in ways that the Indian agents or various
missionaries to the area never were.64
The traders were mainly interested in marketing Navajo wool and woven
materials. The opening of the West to Eastern interest in Native Americana led to an
interest in Navajo goods. Navajo sheep were hardy, tough animals. Their fleece was
coarse and less oily than other breeds and made weaving easier.65 The Navajo tailored
their rugs to Eastern taste, and the traders guided the adaptation by encouraging certain
colors and styles.66
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All goods were exchanged on a barter system. Traders often created their own tin
coinage—good for use only at the post that minted the coins. Due to the seasonal
availability of wool, the posts worked on credit from the beginning. Posts also acted as
pawnshops, allowing a Navajo to trade in jewelry or other commodities for credit or cash,
while the trader kept the item until the Navajo could buy it back. The system worked
particularly well during seasons when wool wasn’t readily available and helped the
Navajo to obtain goods throughout the year.67
Traders continued to be a vital part of Navajo life through WWI and the Great
Depression. As a response to the Meriam Report—an account of miserable conditions on
the reservations—John Collier as the Commissioner of Indian Affairs mandated stock
reduction in 1933. Collier recognized that the reservation was being decimated by
overgrazing and initiated stock reduction to encourage Navajo self-government and
economic development. For the Navajo, the idea was a disaster, as sheep were the basis
of the Navajo economic system. To them, the herds appeared senselessly stolen or
slaughtered and less well-to-do families were left with no employment and nothing to
trade.68
Traders were another influence to which the Navajo had to respond. The resulting
basket construction reveals further adaptation of the contemporary Navajo. The trading
post initially contributed to a decline in Navajo basketry. The Navajo burden basket and
water-carrying jug were completely replaced by wares available from the post and were
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no longer made at all. Astute observers of opportunity cost, the Navajo were not keen to
spend hours crafting carrying baskets when a more durable item was available at the post.
The Eastern emphasis on and desire for rugs also encouraged basket decline.
Because demand was low for the baskets, few were made for sale. Matthews claimed:
[The Navajo] make excellent baskets, but very few of them, and have a very
limited range of forms and patterns. In developing their blanket-making to the
highest point of Indian art, the women of this tribe have neglected other labors.
The much ruder but allied Apaches, who know nothing of weaving woollen
fabrics, make more baskets than the Navahoes [sic], and make them in greater
variety of form, color, and quality. The Navahoes [sic] buy most of their baskets
and wicker water-jars from other tribes. They would possibly lose the art of
basketry altogether if they did not require certain kinds to be used in the rites, and
only women of the tribe understand the special requirements of the rites.69
Wedding baskets were considered sacred and were rarely made available for the trader to
sell. J. B. Moore of Crystal Trading Post told recipients of his mail-order catalogue in
1913: “Basketry as an industry has no place among the Navajoes [sic], though they make
Baskets and good ones. […] On occasions the Medicine-man officiating seems to come
into possession of the Basket used in the ceremonies, and when he does, he usually
conceals it in his blanket and waits about the store until no other Indians are present, then
quietly sells it to the trader. Very rarely is one offered for sale in the presence of other
Indians.”70 Bound up by rituals, baskets for sale in the East were in scarce supply,
leaving them out of that market.
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Navajos, well-practiced at buying what was not worth their time to make, saw the
rules and taboos that governed ceremonial basket-making as too inhibiting. Some of these
taboos dictated dietary and sexual practice during weaving and weavers were required to
ceremonially cleanse themselves before and after making a basket.71 The Franciscan
Fathers chronicled one of these taboos:
It is of interest also that, while the basket is in progress, the sewer is untouched
and avoided by the members of her family. The material, too, of which the basket
is made, is placed beyond the immediate reach of the household. Finally[,] the
sewing is accomplished with the utmost expediency, and is undertaken by skilled
sewers only. Should an unskilled person tamper with this occupation, it is
believed that sickness and rheumatic stiffness affects the wrists and joints. This is
remedied by the singer who, in the course of a ceremony, clothes both arms of the
patient with the skin of a fawn (bi’ yazh), whereupon a hole is broken into the
south side of the Hogan through which the patient extends her hand and wrist. As
soon as the wrist appears on the outside, her younger sister takes it between her
teeth, pressing them [lightly] into the skin, which supposedly removes the
stiffness (nasdo). At present this rite is rarely necessary, but suggests a reason for
the taboo (bahadzid) placed upon anything connected with basketry; and for the
readiness with which the Navaho decline to pursue the industry.72
Rose Mitchell or Tall Woman acknowledges the decline in basket-making,
explaining that when she was raising her children between 1900 and 1910, her parents
were anxious to teach most Navajo crafts to her children, but they weren’t eager to teach
her children basket-weaving:
My father and mother liked paper bread. So one time when I was fixing up
a new grillstone, I showed my oldest daughter everything I knew about doing that.
[…] Later, as my other children came along and she started having her own
family, we used to get together to make it. My parents were always like that with
all their grandchildren; they were always willing to show them how to do things
they knew about.
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But with basket-making, it was different. My parents kind of discouraged
them from learning that, telling them it was too much work and there were too
many restrictions surrounding it for them to start making those. They let them
watch when they were making baskets but they discouraged them from trying to
learn. On account of that, I don’t think they ever learned much about basketmaking.73
Mitchell’s children became part of the generation who witnessed the end of Navajo
crafted ceremonial baskets.
But the Navajo still needed baskets for ceremonial use, so they turned
increasingly to the Paiutes for their ceremonial wedding baskets. By 1903, the federal
government had extended the original Navajo reservation until it encircled the Southern
Paiute population located in Tuba City, Arizona and Navajo Mountain.74 Matthews noted
that “other tribes” made the majority of Navajo baskets as early as 1894,75 while The
Franciscan Fathers attributed all ceremonial baskets to the Paiutes in 1910: “The Paiute
alone conformed to the requirements of Navaho ritual, and make a basket which in
design, shape and texture is identical with the native patterns. […] [I]t is apparent that,
for reasons of their own, the Navaho are perfectly agreeable to the competition of their
neighbors among whom basketry flourishes sufficiently to allow the Navaho [sic] weaver
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to retire.”76 Certainly by the 1930s, when anthropologist Isabel Kelly completed her work
among the Southern Paiute, the Paiute seemed to be the “major” source of Navajo
ceremonial baskets.77 Susan Brown McGreevy, former director at the Wheelwright
Museum of the American Indian and prominent scholar of Southwest Indian basketry,
claims that even in 1985, the Navajo wedding basket remained the most common type of
basket made by the San Juan Paiutes.78
The Herring Bone Finish: Navajo Adaptation to a Changing Environment of
American Identity
Matthews gave an interesting account of how the herring-bone pattern came to be
used as the border of the basket:
The border of [a Navajo basket] is finished in a diagonally woven or plaited
pattern. […] They account for this by a legend which is perhaps not wholly
mythical. In the ancient days a Navaho [sic] woman was seated under a juniper
tree finishing a basket in the style of the other tribes, as was then the Navaho
custom, and while so engaged she was intently thinking if some stronger and
more beautiful margin could not be devised. As she thus sat in thought, the god
Hastseyalti tore from the overhanging juniper tree a small spray and cast it into
her basket. It immediately occurred to her to imitate in her work the peculiar fold
of the juniper leaves and she soon devised a way of doing so.79
This tale illustrates the Navajo tendency to draw from the landscape or environment in
basket design (see Fig. 10). As the psychological landscape changed throughout the last
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half of the twentieth century, initiated by Navajo involvement in World War II, the Diné
adapted to their American identity, reflecting that change through the renaissance of
Navajo basket weaving.
With World War II broiling in Europe, the United States passed the Selective
Training and Service Act of 1940. This peacetime conscription that required all American
men, aged twenty-one to thirty, to register with draft boards met some resistance with the
Hickiwan Papago and Seminole Indian tribes. These tribes had remained largely isolated
from white society and claimed an identity entirely separate from the United States.80
Following the Papago and Seminole lead, the Yakima Nation and the Iroquois
Confederacy resisted the draft based on past treaties with the federal government,
asserting that their identity was separate from the United States as they maintained their
own system of government. This resistance continued until the matter entered district
courts in 1941. 81 At the heart of the issue loomed the question of American Indian
identity and of who had sovereign authority—the tribes or the federal government.
John Collier, still the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, admitted in 1941 that the
identity and legal status of American Indians was confusing. He went on to explain that
the Iroquois Confederacy, and thereby other governing tribes such as the Navajo Nation,
existed in a politically gray area. Collier titled reservations semi-sovereign states, but
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assured that they were subject to United States citizenship and military service.82 This
statement effectively dashed any American Indian tribe’s claims of separate nationhood.
When Pearl Harbor was bombed in December 1941, many American Indians felt
touched by the attack and joined the wave of voluntary enlisters. American Indians and
whites served in non-segregated units. Several reservations offered their lands for
military use, and some, including the previously defiant Iroquois Nation, declared war on
the Japanese.83 American Indians, by their concern for and participation in the United
States war, began to define themselves in both their own and in the white mind as
Americans.
The Navajos, in addition to regular military service, participated in the war effort
in a unique way. Based on the successful use of two American Indians in an artillery unit
in World War I, the army initiated a unit of code-talkers, largely Navajo soldiers who
transmitted messages in their native language. The Navajo language was particularly
attractive as a tool for cryptography as the Athabaskan descended Navajo spoke an idiom
unique from most other American Indian languages and only a handful of non-Navajos
spoke or understood the tongue. By the end of World War II, 450 Navajos received
training as code-talkers.84 Their role proved essential. Colonel Marlowe C. Williams
commented after watching the code-talkers transmit more than eight hundred messages
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without error during the first forty-eight hours of the Iwo Jima campaign that the Navajos
were invaluable in the assault.85
With the close of the war, American Indians continued to form an American
identity. In November 1944, more than fifty tribes banded together to form the first
intertribal organization, the National Congress for American Indians (NCAI), a group
that proved highly influential in representing American Indian interests on a national
level. When faced with harsh conditions of poverty after the war, the organization
worked with Indian Affairs Commissioner Collier and emphasized both civil and tribal
rights. Its work included pushing and passing the Indian Claims Commission Act, settling
the land claim litigation that had sat stagnant for forty years.86 The NCAI earned
American Indians living in Arizona, the last hold-outs, the right to vote.
The war opened a new world to Native Americans. While some American Indian
veterans remained in cities like San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Denver, others returned
to their reservations and brought back new ideas and technology. For some tribes this
new presence was threatening, but the Navajo, buttressed by a history of adaptation,
regarded the veterans as a positive force for progress. In one dramatic example, no one
objected when Navajo veterans attended the funeral of a white trader, dismissing a twocentury taboo against viewing the dead.87 Several former code-talkers ran for office and
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won seats on the tribal council and later became involved in efforts to secure Indian civil
rights. Seeing these changes, Ruth Underhill, an anthropologist who visited the Navajo
reservation in the 1940s, wryly remarked, “It was World War Two which finally shook
the Navajo out of the Middle Ages.”88
The Diné did not entirely embrace the white world offered them after World War
II. They still maintained their own identity and attempted to move on, like scholar Alison
Bernstein described, as “both American Indians and Indian Americans.”89 But the
changing environment that existed for the rest of the twentieth century presented a
brilliant landscape for adaptation as the Navajo sought identity in both environments.
The 1970s in the Douglas Mesa region of Utah saw a beautiful renaissance of
Navajo basketry in response to this changing environment. This remote area had
maintained a tradition of weaving despite the general decline of basketry in the Dinétah.
Various traders began to encourage weaving and experimentation, the most dramatic
relationship existing between trader Virginia Smith at the Oljeto Trading Post in
southeastern Utah and weaver Mary Holiday Black (b. 1936).90 Combined with the
gradual relaxing of restrictions surrounding basket weaving, the collectors interested in
Native Americana fueled a basketry rebirth. Although the Navajo weave some baskets for
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ceremony, the Paiute still provide many of the wedding baskets. Basketry production is
largely an economic enterprise as rug weaving was in the late nineteenth century. 91
Contemporary baskets reveal Navajo response to an increasingly American
identity. Though there is argument among the weavers as to whether it is appropriate,
some weavers depict ye’ii or holy people in their work. Traditionally, there was a taboo
against such a practice. Sally Black (b. 1959), the eldest daughter of Mary Holiday Black,
was one of the first to weave ye’ii in her baskets during the late 1970s.92 Black desired
the freedom of creativity, and the receptive American market cared little about tribal
taboos.93
Damian Jim, a Navajo graphic artist, uses computers, a technology introduced to
the Navajo through their increased interaction and identification with white Americans, to
create different basket designs for the various weavers who trade at the Simpson-familyrun Twin Rocks Trading Post in Bluff, Utah (see Fig. 11). Jim researches Navajo legends
and sketches basket designs, often asking weavers for their opinions in the process.94
Trader Amer Tumeh translates these sketches into color computer printouts and gives
these to artists to inspire their baskets.95
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Other Navajo artists reveal their American identity by weaving patriotic and
mainstream American symbols into their baskets. Joann Johnson (b. 1964) regularly uses
the American flag as inspiration in her weaving. Orlando Begay (b. 1985) wove the word
“Nike,” a contemporary brand of athletic shoes sold in the United States, into his 1990s
basket. The eagle, portrayed in baskets by Nellie Grandson, is significant in both Navajo
and United States lore. Other baskets, particularly those woven by artist Elsie Holiday (b.
1965), are reminiscent of the New York school of op art (1964-1969).96
The Navajo basket tells an interesting story of reconstruction and adaptation. Its
tight weave serves as a metaphor for a history of adapting to close contact with Pueblo
peoples by borrowing their weaving method. The survival of the wedding basket design
through centuries of contact and conflict with other cultures reveals a continuity in
Navajo cultural traditions amidst adaptation and change. The atiin calls up a new
pathway out for the Navajo, a way out of economic need by the selling and adapting of
baskets through traders. Finally, the herring-bone trim and the story of its creation as an
adaptation to the Navajo’s natural surroundings points to the Navajo habit of re-creation
in response to their evolving social environment. This developing cultural identity
balanced with the desire for cultural permanence continues to define the Navajo in the
twenty-first century.
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CHAPTER TWO
NAVAJO BASKETS IN THE TRADING POST: THE “WESTERN” ENVIRONMENT
THAT CONCEALS A CHANGING NATIVE AMERICAN IDENTITY
The trading post has displayed American Indian works on its shelves since the
late nineteenth century. Traders sell goods to both Native Americans and EuroAmericans, profiting when their wares sell well. Because of this economic interest, both
nineteenth-century and contemporary traders have advised weavers on design and size.
However, this world where the Navajo, in a characteristically adaptive manner,
responds to Euro-American traders is concealed from the tourist who visits the posts. The
basket in trading post tends to reveal romantic visions of bold, brave cowboys who deal
out old-fashioned justice. This environment tends to mask the American Indian as an
outsider and conceals the basket as a metaphor for Navajo cultural continuity and change.
Nineteenth Century Trading Posts: Forming “Original” Navajo Art in a “Western”
Environment
J.B. Moore, trader who ran the Crystal Trading Post in Crystal, New Mexico
between 1896 and 1911, addressed the concern of his customers who received his mailorder catalogues of whether his Navajo rugs were genuine. He acknowledged that
“knockers” existed and told his customers that eastern United States companies
manufactured rugs and shipped them out to be sold by traders in the West. Moore then
included a narrative of the industrious and wily Navajo who stands at the train depot
wearing a fake rug and selling the used blanket to unsuspecting Eastern tourists at a
nearly 75% increase from the price the Navajo paid for the blanket at the post. After
letting his customers know that Navajos don’t even wear their own blankets, Moore
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chides the buyer, “if you wish a real Navajo blanket, buy it of a reputable trader or dealer
in them [italics mine].”97
Although history generally considers Moore a fair trader and a friend to the
Navajos who traded with him, this anecdote reveals the romantic and imperialistic
sentiment prevalent in the day.98 Moore paints himself as the ambassador of white
America, the daring adventurer who leaves the Eastern seaboard to serve as the only
trustworthy contact with savage natives in the American West, a people who clearly lack
morals in their efforts to trick the buyer. More interesting, however, is the concern that
Moore attempts to assert that his blankets are “genuine.” For at the top of the
advertisement, Moore reveals that the rugs are woven “especially to meet the
requirements” of those in the East, the consumers who care little whether the rug is
similar to the one the Navajo might use himself and are more concerned about whether
the rug will fit their home décor.99 Moore himself is credited with innovating a bordered
rug style and a more Oriental design based on the Turkish rugs fashionable along the
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Eastern seaboard.100 The real nineteenth-century Navajo blanket is a simulacrum—a
poor copy for which there is no original. The touted “original” is subject to the whims of
traders and collectors.
The second half of the nineteenth century saw a surge of collecting Native
Americana. Eastern museum curators such as Frank Cushing, Franz Boas, and Stewart
Culin were on a salvaging crusade, eager to collect works from the doomed American
Indian who seemed on the verge of extinction. Stewart Culin, nineteenth-century
collector whose Zuni artifacts make up a large portion of the Brooklyn Museum of Art’s
collection, went from door to door in a Zuni village, asking for each family’s ancient
items, a practice that earned him the nickname “Old Things.”101 The older the better,
Culin and Eastern collectors believed, for this was the “real” art of Native America.
The world’s fairs held throughout the nineteenth century also contributed to the
Easterners love of Native Americana. Attended by over 27 million people in 1893, the
World’s Columbian Exposition, also called the Chicago World’s Fair, highlighted the
creations of the New World, displaying American Indian art and showcasing live
American Indians in transported villages. While each display was constructed according
to careful observation and appeared to have some scientific basis, they rarely became
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more than wild-west spectacles and circuses. 102 Just as the world’s fairs proved and
encouraged an interest in Native Americana, they helped buttress a myth of the real West,
a romantic and dying land populated by authentic American Indians and separate and
distinct from the Euro-American world’s fair patrons.
By the turn of the century, New York citizens could purchase their own piece of
this mythologized West. In 1896, under the direction of Talbot and George Hyde,
Harvard University sent George H. Pepper, and Richard and Clayton Wetherill to
investigate Chaco Canyon, an Ancestral Pueblo site located near the Navajo homelands
in present day New Mexico. The explorers sent back to New York City’s American
Museum an entire freight car of collected artifacts. In conjunction with their exploration,
Richard Wetherill opened an Indian curio store in New York City.103 By the following
year, a new decorating craze had swept the city based on the Pueblo artifacts.
The Navajo people were no strangers to opportunity cost, as discussed in the
previous chapter. They had long ordered their own ceremonial baskets from the Paiute as
the Paiute were unrestricted by the ceremonial taboos that bound Navajo weavers. When
Mormon and Spanish traders in the area capitalized on the Eastern desire for Native
Americana and demanded a certain brand of Indian artifacts, the Navajo were willing to
weave for them.104 Navajo culture and belief allowed and provided for this economic
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endeavor. Kathy M’Closky, noted researcher of Navajo rugs, collected one Navajo
woman’s account: “The Navajo rug, or any type of Navajo weaving, stands between the
family of the weaver and starvation. It is money and financial credit to the family. Rugs
are not considered by the weaver as personal property that must be kept. It is a thing for
giving in exchange for nothing or in exchange for something of value. This is as it should
be in Navajo ways, because it is a gift from the Holy People.”105 Thus, the commerce of
weaving was spiritual and the Navajo showed gratitude to their gods by using their gifts
to provide for their families.
Family support is perhaps the reason the Navajo were ethically able to adapt their
designs to meet the Eastern taste. M’Closky’s Navajo informant continues:
[…] the Navajo believe that weaving was taught to them by Holy People who
walked Mother Earth at the dawn of mankind […]. Navajo expanded weaving . . .
for traders . . . [They] saw they were going to be annihilated by the U.S.
government unless they accepted the American way . . . [W]eaving became their
vehicle and provided money for this new way . . . [T]o them, weaving was their
own. […] The elements of weaving may have changed in time as the Navajo went
through life and encountered other people with different cultures, but the form is
not different, it is still Navajo.”106
It was the act of weaving that was authentic, making the Navajo open to change in
response to the Eastern taste of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries in rug
styles.
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Various traders contributed their ideas to “original” rug patterns. J.B. Moore,
basing his patterns on Persian rug sample books popular in the United States at the turn of
the century, innovated the “Oriental” style rugs that dominated twentieth-century Navajo
rug design.107 J. L. Hubbell, a Mexican-American trader who ran his post in New
Mexico, believed his involvement in rug design and standards was justified because it led
to a higher profit for both himself and the Navajo.108 Beginning in 1884, Hubbell
rejected blankets made of aniline wool and only accepted the patterns that he deemed the
most artistic.109 He later asked artists such as E. A. Burbank (1858-1949) to paint rugs in
miniature for both the customers’ and weavers’ use. These oil or watercolors studies were
either five by seven or twelve by twelve inches, and Burbank claimed to have seen the
weavers carefully studying them in order to produce a textile “exactly like the picture.”110
The trader found himself in an interesting and profitable situation. By sustaining
the myth of the dying West and minimizing his own involvement in the weaving process,
he could sell interested audiences (Moore sending catalogues to his customers based on
the method introduced by Sears Roebuck in 1894) their very own piece of vanishing
America.111 In the close of the introduction to his 1911 catalogue, Moore documents his
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own interest in this near-mythical people: “After more than fifteen years among them I
myself, find a never failing source of interest in studying these people, their habits of
thought, and the motives actuating them. Judging from the interest manifested by those
with whom I come in contact when out and away from [New Mexico], there will be some
among my readers who will be interested in anything pertaining to these Bedouins of the
great Southwestern Desert.”112
On the pages facing Moore’s introduction, he presents the Eastern viewer with
two images of his New Mexican trading post (see Figs. 12 and 13). The first image
displays the outside of the trading post and a group of Navajos milling about in front of
the building (see Fig. 12). The Eastern viewer must have been aware of the difference in
clothing between himself and the American Indians on display; rugs drape over the
Navajo shoulders and long hair adorns the men. Just as visitors could get a glimpse of
“native savagery” at the Columbian World’s Fair, the would-be collector is allowed to
peruse Navajo culture while vicariously “handling” his craftsmanship. The trader stands
in the open doorway, holding a Navajo child to emphasize his closeness to the Navajo
and inviting the reader inside to do business. Inside we see the bull-pen of the post,
crammed with collectibles, for as the old trading motto goes, “Customers won’t buy what
they can’t see (see Fig. 13).” Above the counter hang gloves, hats, lassos, belts, and
bandanas. Foodstuffs fill the display cabinets and sundry items sit displayed under glass.
Three Navajo men stand and examine the wares. The trader stands behind the counter,
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ready to complete the transaction. He alone addresses the camera and invites the wouldbe collector to stand in his place and become part of the West by purchasing a piece of
material culture from “as clever a people as ever worked their way up from savagery.”113
Hubbell Trading Post National Historic Site
The trading post served as a vicarious theatrical stage for 19th century Americans
to play out the myth of a romantic West populated by romantic and savage “natives.”114
Twenty-first century white Americans continue to act out the mythic West by identifying
with the noble cowboy: Kid Rock’s top 10 hit in 2000 had teenagers singing “I Wanna be
a Cowboy”; comedian Owen Wilson re-glamorized cowboys as wise-cracking, hip
characters in the 2000 hit “Shanghai Noon”; even the splash of red on the side of
cigarette packages is enough to evoke the Marlboro Man, cigarette icon formed in 1955,
who leads buyers to believe smoking allows them to emulate the ultimate American
cowboy. Even American President George W. Bush, in response to the September 11
bombings of the World Trade Center and when asked whether he wanted terrorist Osama
Bin Laden dead, portrayed himself as a Texas ranger, saying “I want justice. And there's
an old poster out West, that I recall, that said, ‘Wanted, Dead or Alive.’”115
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Because the cowboy is the protagonist on the American stage, the Native
American remains by necessity the other. The same pop culture generated by Media Play
in Salt Lake City that embraces “cowboy” Kid Rock places Navajo singer Ed Lee Natay
under the outside category “International Music.” Even a serious study of the theology,
art, and science of American Indian cultures, allows non-Indian Americans to confirm the
already exotic roles American Indians are relegated to play.
Interestingly, just as J. B. Moore did in the late nineteenth and early twentiethcenturies, the traders on or near the Navajo Nation still exploit this drama of identity.
Scholar Edward Said claims a timeless world is necessary in order to maintain the façade
of the exotic—in this case, to keep the “other” distant and not a part of American
identity.116 At the Hubbell Trading Post National Historic Site, The National Park
Service has done its best to pull an era out of history. Of course, that’s what a historic
landmark should do—preserve history for study. Visitors enter the actual bullpen where
Hubbell stood and can walk through the house where Hubbell lived. Park rangers are
proud to tell you that the baskets hanging on the ceiling are ones once owned by Hubbell
himself.
But the National Park Service doesn’t claim it is preserving history; it claims it is
preserving a tradition without any foreseeable end. It is the timeless world that maintains
116
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the division between the Euro-American world and the present American Indian culture.
Come, they say, and “feel the old wooden floor give slightly beneath your footsteps and
hear it sqeak [sic] as you enter the front door of the oldest continuously operating trading
post on the Navajo Nation.”117 Access Hubbell Trading Post as “a window to a very rich
world. A world of traders and trading posts, of military campaigns against Indians, the
campaigns and marauding of those Indians against the people history brought upon
them.”118 Come and indulge your cowboy and Indian fantasies, they invite, and affirm
your assumptions of the American Indian as an outsider.
Part of the problem is the fact that the trading post claims to be continuously
operating. The curators at Hubbell have not restored the trading post so much as
restocked the shelves. Martha Blue sites the supplies that would have lined the bullpen
from an 1886 Hubbell order:
One box of ball cotton (20 cents each); a dozen red bandannas ($2 each); ten
pounds of indigo ($1.50 a pound); bayeta, a red woolen cloth dyed with cochineal
($2 a yard); a half-dozen small pans of graduated sizes (from 20 to 40 cents each);
thirty pounds of candy; one case of pears, which Navajos called ‘apples with a tail
on the end’ (50 cents per can); ninety-three pounds of leather ($38.61); two
hundred fifty needles; shovels ($3 each); fifty boxes of sea salt (25 cents each);
twenty pounds of lard ($2.60); one hundred sixteen pounds of potatoes ($4.06);
one hundred pounds of flour ($4.50); sixty-one pounds of bacon ($6.10); a dozen
tin cups (50 cents each); three fancy blankets ($5 each); baking soda; packs of
cards (75 cents each); four large kettles ($1 each); four boxes of matches (10 cents
each); and coffee sacks (35 cents each).119
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Entering the current bullpen reveals an equally random but different assortment of items.
As modern patrons feel the “old wooden floor give slightly beneath their footsteps” they
observe cornflakes (the Star Wars variety), Cheez-it party mix, $1.00 pickles, branding
irons, WD-40, 50% off traditional outfits, J. L. Hubbell yard sticks, Shur Saving cat food,
“Indian” figurines weaving and grinding corn, ladies’ moccasins, fleece blankets with a
southwest flair, the Navajo Times—Newspaper of the Navajo People, Hubbell Trading
Post apple butter, pumpkin butter, BBQ sauce, Nacho Cheesier Doritos, and a
reproduction of Irving Toddy’s “Signing of the Treaty of Peace at Ft. Sumner” on sale for
$25.00 (see Fig. 14). Indeed, one of the trading post’s superintendents complained that he
felt like the manager of a grocery store.120
So what is wrong with Hubbell Trading Post water bottles and lighter fluid? The
bull-pen has been updated to explain that this is how traders operate in the twenty-first
century. However, instead of updating the Navajo and including him in a Doritoindulging American identity, the modern items illustrate the Navajo as part of a quaint,
timeless, and nearly archaic tradition. The trading post that focuses on giving the viewer a
genuine experience neglects to reveal that the Navajo is part of a changing process.
Furthermore, the goods allow the white tourist to “step back in time” and play “Indian” as
they trade in goods advertised for them.121 The non-Indian trader who stood behind the
counter to sell to his Navajo patrons has been replaced by a Navajo trader, ready to
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receive white American patrons (see Figs. 13 and 14). Navajos don’t purchase Hubbell
water bottles; rather, they drink their own tap water or buy water bottles from Giant
Industries Inc., the grocery store down the street. The cloth dolls on their knees grinding
corn and fleece blankets with geometric patterning aren’t meant for Navajo shelves, but
for Alice Phillips, a tourist from New York City who wrote on July 15, 2005 that she had
received “a great taste of the real Southwest!”122
Where is this real Southwest? The American Indian and the reservation he
occupies, as they exist in the minds of the tourists who enter the trading post, are
romanticized into a state they never possessed. A sampling of the comment and
guestbook reveals the following impressions: a visitor from Sedona, Arizona reverently
calls the trading post “spiritual in nature;” Charles Cin from Connecticut remarks “What
beautiful virgin land;” while Sandra Schwer comments enthusiastically, “I would like to
be a native!”123
The National Park Service helps to hide and thereby supports inaccurate
perceptions of the mystical “outsider” American Indian by consistently presenting the
Navajo to their “national” non-Indian audience. Their website helps the Caucasian
melting pot reinforce its romantic perceptions by inviting it to “Let your eyes adjust to
the dim lighting of the “bullpen” and you might even catch the trader negotiating a deal
with an American Indian artist.”124 The NPS administrative history of the site reveals the
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separation of identity between the Navajo and the non-Indians. In explaining Ganado, the
town in which Hubbell Trading Post is located, the site states “About 1500 people,
primarily Navajo, live in the vicinity of Ganado, which, like every other town on the
reservation, is not an incorporated town with city or town limits. There are little or no
zoning restrictions on the reservation; there is the danger that something truly unsightly
could be built next to the historic site.”125 The obvious inference for the white American
reader is that the Navajo, in a decidedly un-American rejection of zoning, do not have
aesthetic sense and would naturally build something “unsightly.” Navajos remain more
“Indian” than American.
Inside the Hubbell Trading Post, the baskets hang on the ceiling next to the
bullpen as timeless participants in this romanticized dialogue (see Fig. 15). Park rangers
are quick to inform the visitors that the baskets once belonged to J. L. Hubbell himself
and were placed on the ceiling by Hubbell’s descendents who helped decorate the site.
Not for sale, they serve as ambiance for non-Indian visitors who can rummage through
beaded necklaces and leaf through tourist guidebooks describing the area. When asked
about the baskets themselves, one park ranger responded, “They belong to the Navajo,
Hopi, and various Pueblo cultures (see Fig. 16).”126 Placed next to baskets of other
American Indian cultures and not indicated as Navajo, each Navajo basket assumes its
place in the dialogue of “Indian otherness.”
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Just as the baskets lose their discourse of variation in this romantic and outsider
state, presented at the Hubbell Trading Post, the Navajo appear to have no identity as
United States citizens; in fact, they seem in a different geographic and symbolic location
altogether. Jeannie and Bill Rusell comment “We always love visits to Navajoland!”
while Steve Wand from Canada simply assesses, “Very un-American—great!”127
Twin Rocks Trading Post
World War II integrated the Navajo people into American identity in a dramatic
way. When the army needed a foreign language in which to transmit information, the
Navajo became “code-talkers,” agents who would pass along ideas in words that fewer
than a dozen non-Navajos could understand. The Navajo returned from the war with high
expectations, just as the rest of Americans did, and the growth of a cash economy that
continued to evolve into the 1960s on the reservation largely ended the economic system
of trade and barter that had so long characterized the posts.128
With the death of the trading posts came the passing of the traditional collectors’
market. Basket weaving in particular declined as artists who survived the end of the
trading posts turned to the more lucrative rug weaving. Basket weaving waned
throughout the 1950s and 1960s.129
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Trader Virginia Smith, one of the few traders who remained on the Navajo
reservation, tells that around 1970 she approached Navajo weaver Mary Holiday Black
(b. 1936) and asked if she would make some baskets for white American buyers. Black
agreed and resumed weaving baskets. When Smith desired small baskets, Black wove
traditional baskets in miniature. Smith recounts:
Well, I wanted a small basket, so I kept after this one lady until finally I got her to
make a small one. She was making them about three or four inches in diameter
and I was getting quite a few of those from her but I kept asking her if she could
make them smaller. Then I told her that I wanted them about the size of a silver
dollar. She thought about it for quite a while and she said she didn’t know. She
said, ‘Those are awfully hard to make.’ It made her fingers awfully sore. She
wasn’t anxious at all to make them, but I finally got her to make them. Of course,
I probably started out paying too much for them and then I couldn’t get her to
stop.130
After the tribal singer chastised Black for her small baskets, telling her that the small
basket would constrict the mind, Black wove giant baskets (see Fig. 17).131 Black
explains, “We started making a lot of these pictorial baskets, my daughters—Sally,
Agnes, Lorraine, and I. We were the first ones in this area. Others saw what we were
doing, and they tried to scare us with the taboos that went along with the images. But we
enjoyed and loved weaving baskets, and now others have followed our footsteps.”132
Navajo basket weaving was reborn.
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The Twin Rocks Trading Post that sits in Bluff, Utah, on the edge of the Navajo
Nation, has played a significant role in fueling the Navajo basket weaving renaissance.
Barry and Steve Simpson are two brothers who grew up trading with the Navajo and
specifically with the Black family. Their camaraderie with the Black family is evident in
the picture on their homepage; Barry arm-wrestles a whooping Lorraine Black across the
counter (see Fig. 18). Their webpage further reveals their respect for the modern basket
weavers; all the artists have a short biography listed with examples of their work.133
In this gallery environment, the basket continues as a commodity. Each artist
comes to the post to sell their work. Customers can purchase the baskets, either at the
post or on the post’s website, for anywhere between $250 for one basket and $25,650 for
a set of three.134 Most customers are not Navajo; the baskets are made for and sold to
non-Indian collectors. Though weaving in a traditional format, the Navajo adapt their
style to turn the biggest profit.
Steve Simpson reveals the trader’s continuing influence on Navajo basketry in the
post’s gallery space (see Fig. 19). The gallery displays various baskets by Elsie Holiday,
Mary Holiday Black’s sister-in-law. Simpson intends to title the display “Confluences,”
referencing the influence of contemporary art on Navajo basketry. One basket in
particular seems to reveal the continued interaction of a trader’s influence on basketry.
Simpson explains that while visiting the Wheelwright Museum of the American Indian in
Santa Fe, New Mexico, he was fascinated with the artist Helen Hardin (1943-1984)
whose mother descended from Pueblo peoples and who referenced Pueblo iconography
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in her largely abstract art. He purchased a book illustrating Hardin’s works from the
museum shop and gave the book to Elsie Holiday (b. 1965). Holiday took the book and
produced a series of baskets based on Hardin’s work.135
Holiday’s basket Set Helen Harden III, appears based on Hardin’s work
Messengers of Winter (see Figs. 20 and 21). The red and beige triangles that compose
Holiday’s figure’s headdress also adorn Hardin’s figures. The purple crown topped by
three black triangles is based on the similar shape on Hardin’s right figure. Although
Holiday has simplified the eye shapes from a triangle and a rectangle to two triangles, the
colors of the eyes—black rimmed in white and blue for the left eye and gray rimmed in
white, red, and black for the right—is the same. Holiday retains an echo of Hardin’s
black and white striped nose between the eyes of her figure. Like Hardin, Holiday has
fractured her figure’s face into geometric planes of color. The same striped collar that
frames Hardin’s figures supports Holiday’s figure. Reminiscent of the Navajo weavers
who based their works on E. A. Burbank prints shown them by J. L. Hubbell, Steve
Simpson continues the story of variation in response to changing environments with this
dialogue between artists Elsie Holiday and Helen Hardin. Holiday explains, “Most of the
baskets I made, I got them from Steve. He tries to give me difficult ones […] instead of
the simple ones because I think he knows I can do it.”136
All of this is a part of the history of Navajo baskets, but the Twin Rocks trading
post, contemporary site of the Navajo artists’ creativity and adaptation, is, perhaps, not
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the best place to reveal it. Upon entering the post, the viewer is reminded of the timeless
“Old West” that supports the myth of American Indian otherness and suppresses the
baskets’ complex history. Standing like totems on either side of the entrance to Twin
Rocks, two cigar-store Indians reinforce the mythic Western stage (see Fig. 22). Each
plays the stereotypical Indian with a hooked nose and elaborate headdress. One smiles
stupidly, playing the naïve savage while the other addresses the viewer sternly, playing
the noble savage. Placed to give the buying consumer a taste of the “real” Southwest, the
cigar-store Indians reify the post’s mythic thesis that undermines and suppresses the story
of the baskets inside. As Margaret Dubin, a lecturer in Native American Studies at
University of California, Berkeley points out, “Frequent use of stereotypes in the
marketplace tends to homogenize Western perceptions of tribal artists […].”137 The
contemporary Navajo, as he appears to the white American viewer, is trapped stiffly
outside the door.
Conclusion
Late nineteenth-century America provides a context in which to analyze Navajo
contact with Anglo traders. Traders found a market because interest in Native Americana
surged along the East Coast at the end of the nineteenth century, largely due to the
anthropology expeditions occurring at the time and due to the World’s Fairs that
introduced Native American works to millions of viewers. Easterners were eager to
purchase a piece of the West, a tantalizing world that seemed full of exotic savagery.

137

Margaret Dubin, Native America Collected: The Culture of an Art World
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2001), 65.

57

Traders were as anxious to sell the western world as Easterners were ready to buy
it. Seeing the profit to be made, traders capitalized on their role as ambassadors to the
West by introducing Native American crafts to Eastern patrons. Traders sought to
produce the most profitable wares; they added their input to Navajo rug designs and
processes, seeking colors and patterns that would be most attractive to Eastern buyers.
The Navajo profited from this environment as well; adopting ideas from the
traders, weavers adapted their art in order to better fill the Eastern market. The Navajo
maintained their identity through weaving, believing the art to be a gift from the Holy
Ones, but had no trouble incorporating new patterns into their rugs. They began to take
advantage of the myth of the West when it supported their own financial goals.
J. L. Hubbell was one of the original traders in the Navajo homeland; his trading
post continues to operate to this day on the Hubbell Trading Post National Historic Site in
Ganado, Arizona. The trading post stocks the original bullpen’s shelves and sells tourist
items to visitors to the site. The room to the north is a smaller gift shop and baskets once
owned by Hubbell hang on the ceiling.
Because the bullpen has continuously operated since Hubbell’s day, the operators
of the post imply that this is how the Navajo and other Native Americans who live near
the post still do business, that they continue to participate in a nearly archaic trading
tradition. The modern tourist items that sit on nineteenth-century shelves pull the post out
of a specific time period and create a timeless world. This romanticized world distances
the Navajo from American identity.
This removed-from-time world is consequently removed from place. Within this
environment where the Navajo move timelessly, they appear quaint. As props in a play of
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Western identity, the Navajo are located on a stage that doesn’t exist in reality. Viewers
take a visit to Navajoland, a place outside of the American nation.
In the Hubbell Trading Post, the baskets that hang in the post act as scenery in a
dialogue of romanticism and Western myths. They serve as objects that authenticate the
timeless post and help patrons feel the story they participate in is actual. Under the
baskets’ watch, patrons can purchase their own piece of the West, much like the romantic
world rug patrons ordered in the nineteenth century.
The twentieth century saw a decline in Navajo basketry production because the
trading post began to be replaced by more modern economic systems and because the
Navajo favored the more lucrative rug weaving. Ceremonial taboos that surrounded the
baskets also contributed to the decline; the Navajo turned to the Paiute to purchase their
ceremonial baskets and the skill of weaving baskets appeared to disappear from the
Navajo Nation.
During the 1970s, however, at some of the few trading posts that still existed,
relationships between traders and Navajo artists saw the rebirth of basket weaving. World
War II brought new contact with the American world and some weavers, especially Mary
Holiday Black, saw a new market for their works. They responded eagerly when traders
like Virginia Smith at the Oljeto Trading Post expressed interest in their baskets.
Following the example of nineteenth-century rug weavers, basket artists began to
adapt their patterns and designs while maintaining traditional weaving methods to
express their new hybrid American Indian identity. Traders continue to be an important
influence in Navajo art. The Simpson brothers at Twin Rocks Trading Post often advise
weavers on what designs might appeal to the post’s customers.
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Yet this post cannot break out of the mythic environment it occupies. Even though
this post is the primary site where Navajo weavers reinforce their identity and seek
financial power through their adaptations, the non-Indian patrons of the post still buy into
the stereotypes that fuel the romantic Western world. The cigar-store Indians that frame
the post also frame the baskets inside the post as props in a timeless and placeless
narrative.

60

CHAPTER THREE
NAVAJO BASKETS IN THE NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM: THE
EDUCATIONAL ENVIRONMENT THAT SUPPRESSES MODERN AMERICAN
INDIAN MEANING
When Charles Willson Peale designed the first natural history museum in the
United States, he did so with the goal that the museum could help educate American
citizens about history and the world around them and thereby help citizens make virtuous
decisions.138 This mission of education has been influential in establishing later United
States natural history museums; exhibits show items and artifacts displayed in curiosity
cabinets and dioramas like textbooks in order to teach about the past of the cultures and
objects they present. The Navajo basket in this environment acts as an artifact to reveal
meaning about Navajo history.
This learning environment can be misleading. When objects are presented through
methods such as curiosity cabinets and dioramas, learning about a culture can turn to a
feeling of conquering the culture through knowledge that keeps the object fixed in an
unchanging past. Such a learning environment can conceal the basket’s embodiment of
the Navajo as changing and contemporary American individuals.
Charles Willson Peale and Natural History Museums: A Focus on Knowledge
Charles Willson Peale, in his memorial to the Pennsylvania Legislature on
December 26, 1795, discussed the role of his public natural history museum in the quest
for knowledge, for, as Peale maintained, “In a country whose institutions all depend upon
the virtue of the people, which in its turn is secure only as they are well informed, the
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promotion of knowledge is the first of duties.”139 Peale, American painter and naturalist
who corresponded with George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, had established his
museum the year before and set it up as a site for continued research, lectures, and public
amusement.140 Most importantly, Peale saw his museum as a crucial learning institution
in this quest for knowledge and thereby American virtue:
All knowledge is valuable when properly directed. Of more than common value is
that knowledge which presents to the enquiring mind nature in all her boundless
varieties, as modified by climate, culture and innumerable other causes;—
knowledge which carries us into the remotest periods of our own, and other,
countries;—which levels the barriers of nations and presents, at one view, an
interesting epitome of the world. Well might an illustrious French Philosopher,
who lately entered the Museum of your Memorialist, under the influence of those
sublime conceptions, exclaim, “This is the Temple of GOD! Here is nothing but
TRUTH and REASON!”141
Peale taught his patrons to know “the remotest periods of our own, and other,
countries” by filling his museum with all sorts of natural history, declaring that his design
in forming his museum was to collect and preserve all varieties of animals and fossils and
create a “national magazine” of all things found in nature. He included portraits he had
painted of significant characters in contemporary history in a small adjacent gallery,
including depictions of Revolutionary War heroes like George Washington and Thomas
Jefferson. Peale considered these traditionally fine art portraits as elements of natural
history, wishing that instead of hanging paintings, he could have had the ability to
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preserve the “actual remains” of great men.142 These remains of the past were essential in
teaching the viewer to know and thereby “[level] the barriers of nations and [present], at
one view, an interesting epitome of the world.”143
Peale filled his temple of truth and reason with both familiar and strange items. In
addition to the fossils of the animal and plant kingdoms, organized according to
Linnaeus’ hierarchy,144 Peale included rare and curious items, such as the hammer-head
shark, a chicken with four legs and four wings, and a five legged cow.145 And to round
out his collection he included items from peoples that were at once strange and familiar:
“utensils, cloathing [sic], arms, dyes, and colours, or materials for colouring, or for
physic, from amongst the Indian, African, or other savage people; […] promising to be
useful in advancing knowledge and the arts […].”146 Peale mounted his educational
displays as dioramas, being the first to display items in a replication of their natural
environment.
Scholar Edward Said discusses the role of knowledge, like that embraces by Peale
and other founders of early natural history museums, in establishing power. Knowledge,
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Said claims, is linked to supremacy over that subject. To have knowledge is to rise above
one’s self into the strange and foreign and at once master that subject by knowing its
history.147 Peale taps into a knowledge like that described by Said when he seeks to
“[level] the barriers of nations and [present], at one view, an interesting epitome of the
world.”148 This world in miniature that Peale offers the American patron is knowable,
masterable, and subjectable.
On December 6, 1796, the Philadelphia Gazette ran an article revealing the power
the United States believed to have over American Indians by virtue of their knowledge of
them. The article reports that members of the Choctaws, Chickasaws, Cherokees, and
upper and lower Creeks visited Peale’s Museum. The Native Americans, being from
different tribes, could not communicate with one another. However, interpreters from the
United States accompanied by the Secretary of War and the President mediated a
conversation, after which the President recommended that the Native American tribes
maintain peace between themselves. The article notes the role that the knowledgeable
Americans had in maintaining order and peace among the tribes: “This uncommon, if not
unprecedented, measure will afford unequivocal evidence of the advantages of a frequent
intercourse of the Indian chiefs with the agents of government and such other citizens as
have the power as well as the inclination to promote the happiness of the savage state, by
depriving it of some portion of its natural ferocity, and inspiring it with confidence of the
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purity of our motives.”149 In Peale’s temple of knowledge, the Americans asserted their
superiority by blessing the Native American tribes with their knowledge, both
immediately by helping them to communicate and over time by encouraging
peacefulness.
In his self-portrait of 1822, Charles Willson Peale presents his museum to the
viewer (see Fig. 23). He has cast aside his palette and brushes to favor, instead, his tools
of taxidermy, mastodon bones he uncovered in Ulster County, New York, and a turkey he
acquired from an expedition to the Rocky Mountains. He lifts the heavy drape to reveal a
view down the Long Room of his museum, stocked with bird cases and hung with
portraits above. A paddlefish has replaced the American Indian artifacts—likely part of
the collection that Thomas Jefferson sent him from the first official exploring
expeditions—that were in the doorway in earlier studies for the piece. The viewer joins
the patrons in surveying the natural history items in order to know the world presented to
him. This first American natural history museum influenced natural history museums to
come. The Native American was a built-in element of knowable and subjectable natural
history.150
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BYU’s Museum of Peoples and Cultures
Brigham Young University’s Museum of Peoples and Cultures, a university
anthropology museum, created a mission statement that states the museum’s mission to
educate its patrons:
The Museum of Peoples and Cultures exists to serve the academic mission of BYU
and care for the anthropological, archaeological, and ethnographic collections in the
custody of the University. […] The Museum of Peoples and Cultures is BYU’s
Teaching Museum, inspiring students to life-long learning and service and
mentoring them in collections-focused activities that reinforce BYU ideals of
education as spiritually strengthening, intellectually enlarging, and character
building. These activities concurrently serve the scholarly community, the LDS
community, and/or the general public and aspire to the highest standards of
stewardship and public trust.151
The museum’s website further elaborates what type of collections the museum houses:
“The collections strengths are in five main areas: the Great Basin, the American
Southwest, Mesoamerica, South America, and Polynesia.”152
On May 13, 2005, the Museum of Peoples and Cultures opened an exhibition
which serves as a speech act of the institution entitled Seeking the Divine: Ritual, Prayer,
and Celebration. The opening text panel claims to present to the viewer a comprehensive
look at mankind’s experience with the divine. The panel describes:
This exhibition explores rituals and ceremonies that empower people to seek the
divine, especially during crucial life events such as birth, coming-of-age,
marriage, and death. The instruments of humanity’s spiritual quest are myriad.
African fertility figurines calm the anxieties of barrenness, while Polynesian tapas
celebrate the joys of birth. Native American wedding jars and baskets
commemorate the ultimate coming-of-age, while accoutrements of death from
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Mesoamerica immortalize life’s culminating moment. Statuettes of saints
adorning the household shrines of Mexico assist personal worship, while masked
dance[r]s publicly re-enact stories that reinforce community values and extol the
interdependency of life. Ritual smoke and Tibetan prayer wheels send prayers
heavenward, and African divination vessels summon the invisible forces and
solicit their intervention. Globally, a sense of divinity drives people to seek
spiritual guidance and celebrate life’s blessings. Understanding this universality
helps Earth’s many peoples cross cultural and religious barriers and discover our
common humanity [italics mine].153
The panel reveals the educational environment Peale described, seeking to help the
viewer understand universal celebration in order to help the viewer make virtuous
decisions, or to help the viewer cross cultural and religious barriers.
The bulk of the collection is certainly impressive (see Fig. 24). The exhibition
first showcases the Javanese Gamelan and then presents various themes around the outer
perimeter of the room, including items marking “Rites of Passage,” like the Mexican
women with children figurines dated between 250 B.C. and 250 A.D. and the Congo
Yaka or Kuba initiation mask from the twentieth century; “Feasting with the Gods,” like
the Hopi squash kachina from the twentieth century and the Mayan cacao cup dated
between 100 and 250 A.D.; “Instruments of Praise” like the Thai percussion frog from
the twentieth century and the Peruvian pan pipes created before 1550; “Spirits on
Parade,” like the Polynesian anthropomorphic figurine created in the twentieth century or
the twentieth-century ceremonial mask made by the Baluba people of Congo; and
“Summoning the Gods,” like an incense burner from Veracruz, Mexico, dated between
1100 and 1500, or the house totem from Iran Jaya, Indonesia, dated approximately 1970.
The display is certainly varied. Indeed, the exhibition seems to present a comprehensive
world in miniature.
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A map on the north end of the exhibition belies the true nature of the display’s
variety (see Fig. 25). The museum has marked countries featured in Seeking the Divine in
red. Items come from Mali, Angola, and Nigeria. There are also items from Nepal, Sri
Lanka, and Papua New Guinea. Others come from Peru, Honduras, and Nicaragua. There
are no items in the exhibition from Europe. The only items from the United States are
made by American Indians or Hawaiians. Western civilization, or the culture familiar to
most viewers of this exhibition, has been excluded. The museum tends to present the
exhibition as a curiosity cabinet when “non-Western” becomes an important rationale for
including items in the exhibition. Seeking the Divine is not comprehensive; it seeks for a
great variety of what appears as foreign.
Said would have questioned the exhibition’s rationale, asking “Can one divide
human reality […]?”154 While the exhibition claims to seek that which is universal, Said
would remind the viewer that it tends to undermine its intentions:
[…] I mean to ask whether there is any way of avoiding the hostility expressed by
the division, say, of men into “us” (Westerners) and “they” (Orientals). For such
divisions are generalities whose use historically and actually has been to press the
importance of the distinction between some men and some other men, usually
towards not especially admirable ends. When one uses categories like Oriental
and Western as both the starting and the end points of analysis […] the result is
usually to polarize the distinction—the Oriental becomes more Oriental, the
Westerner more Western—and limit the human encounter between different
cultures, traditions, and societies.155
Because the exhibition divides the world by presenting only that which is traditionally the
“other,” the display cannot seek to “[help] Earth’s many peoples cross cultural and
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religious barriers and discover our common humanity.”156 The presentation becomes a
compendium of all rare and strange things.157
Seventeenth century Cabinets of Curiosity. An inscription accompanies the
engraving showing the collection of apothecary Francesco Calzolari as it appeared in the
early seventeenth century (see Fig. 26). “Viewer,” the inscription invites, “insert your
eyes. Contemplate the wonders of Calzolari’s museum and pleasurably serve your mind.”
The viewer’s eyes hover into the cabinet of curiosity and see a room piled high with
exotic objects; displayed on the floor are urns and various ceramic pieces, and on the
ceiling, blowfish, sea serpents, and other marine monsters swim threateningly through the
air. Crannies and cubbies cover the walls top to bottom, most likely filled with the types
of objects that were characteristically housed in these collections: unicorn horns, bezoars,
coral, and birds of paradise.158 Indeed, the viewer’s eyes are dazzled by the massive
presentation of strange items gathered to please and to awe.
Calzolari’s cabinet is one of the Wunderkammern or astonishing chambers that
thrilled the imaginations of viewers beginning in the late Renaissance due to the natural
curiosity that characterized the era. Later interest in them waned as the Enlightenment
approached.159 Collectors compiled a store of strange and exotic items ranging from
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items of antiquity and natural history to items with magical properties and exotic origins.
Due to the sheer amount of stuff, the rooms seemed based on the philosophy that if one
item could astound a viewer by its rarity or amazing craftsmanship, an entire chamber of
items viewed in succession and crammed in floor to ceiling, drawer upon drawer, would
be infinitely more astonishing and wonderful.160 These rarities and oddities were stacked
in overflowing cupboards and hung from the walls and ceiling.
European travelers in the Early Modern Period who participated in tours that
outlined travel to the most impressive of these Wunderkammern expressed their
fascination by listing a handful of the most exotic items. Balthasar Monconys lauded
several items in the Dresden collection of Saxon Elector: “a little organ made entirely out
of glass from Barcelona,” “one of the most perfect birds, which is called the king of the
birds of paradise, that I have ever seen,” and “a cross very well worked, a foot in height,
made of a natural branch of silver which vegetated that form.”161 By listing the item, the
viewer attempted to appreciate the magnificence of each individual piece. These lists
invariably trailed off in marvel at the amalgam; the mind fatigued from processing the
collection, the spirit remained simply dazed by so much strange stuff.162
Contemporaries described the Wunderkammern as microcosms of the universe.
Geographers at the time identified four continents that comprised the world and each
collection sought to obtain examples of native peoples, animals, plants, minerals, and
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artifacts from all four continents.163 The instructive awe felt by viewers was meant to
result from being able to take in the entire universe at a glance, while the world was
reduced to the scale of a viewer’s eye.164
However, examination of the kinds of objects amassed reveals that in this early
modern period when a knowledge of new things was celebrated but without the benefit of
the scientific method that would come with the Enlightenment, the collectors did not seek
to be comprehensive, but rather sought a great variety of exotic pieces. Over the door to
his own cabinet, French physician Pierre Borel (1620-1671) had inscribed
“microcosmum seu rerum omnium rariorum Compendium,” or “it is a microcosm or
Compendium of all rare, strange things.”165 The familiar was excluded while the
unfamiliar was celebrated by inclusion in the mass of studied miscellany that provided a
new avenue of knowledge for the curious, early-modern wonderer.
While the seventeenth-century novice might be overwhelmed by the apparently
haphazard assortment, the connoisseur recognized that the collector followed a rubric in
organizing his collection.166 Every item might fall under one of several categories; for
example, a possible rubric might include works of “opulence (gigantic emeralds, bowls
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formed of lapis lazuli); rarity (birds of paradise, Roman coins); strangeness (a monstrous
man covered with hair, a two-handled fork); fine workmanship (nested polygons of
turned ivory, clockwork); and medical or magical properties (bezoars).”167 All categories
singled out the strange.
In these rooms that boasted the bizarre, the first items from American cultures
found themselves on display. Several seventeenth-century European countries were
interested in all things American as a result of their developing economic ties with their
colonies. The wealthy of these nations were eager to add American Indian objects to their
displays as they fit neatly under the category of rarities. Ole Worm, a distinguished
naturalist who collected items from sailors and travelers, filled his 1653 Copenhagen
cabinet with several items from the Americas, including a stuffed polar bear that hung
from the ceiling and an armadillo shown on the wall (see Fig. 27). In addition to these
“natural curiosities,” or rare and strange items from nature, Worm displayed “artificial
curiosities” or items made by rare and strange men. Inuit craftsmen manufactured the
outfit of furs worn by the mannequin in the center of the print and the bows and arrows
mounted on the back wall.168
Eighteenth-century museums found their origin in these first Wunderkammern.
The royal French cabinet of curiosities established by Henri IV in the fourteenth century
and later additions were seized by the Republic after the French Revolution and sent to
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the former Royal Palace of Versailles in order to instruct the people. This display of
painted hide robes and other decorated items of clothing attracted crowds of visitors who
came to see the objects of “Canadian savages.” In 1796, this collection and the
collections of other French nobles were gathered together in the Biblothèque Nationale’s
cabinet of antiquities and now form the nucleus of the Musée de l’Homme.169
The Museum of Peoples and Cultures teaches about a Navajo wedding basket in
the curiosity cabinet-like case “Rites of Passage” (see Fig. 28). The case includes items
such as a tapa cloth from American Samoa and a sword from Zaire. The curator has
grouped a variety of celebration baskets together in the case (see Fig. 29). The text panel
reads: “In Africa and the American Southwest, baskets given as wedding presents ritually
induct young women into the full status of an adult and often into the religion of her
group. At Cochiti Pueblo, initiates participate in the ‘Basket Dance,’ a ceremony that
ensures fertility and during which girls receive the baskets along with their new
status.”170 An interesting dialogue arises between the Hopi, Nigerian, and Navajo baskets,
but unfortunately, without a Western equivalent displayed, the basket does not represent
worldwide traditions; the discussion of universal fertility celebrations tends to get lost in
the dialogue of the exotic.
It is to a soundtrack of music foreign to the Western ear—a Shuar shaman curing
song, a Vai masked dancer song, or an Afar divination chant—that the viewer reads the
label on the Navajo basket. Marked Navajo, twentieth century (despite the fact that it was
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more than likely woven by a Paiute), the label reads, “Viewed as a map through which
Navajo people chart their lives, this ceremonial basket represents marriage, the mixing of
relationships, and the creation of a family.”171 But this individual label, just like the
modern Native American, is lost in the amalgam of strange stuff.
Utah Museum of Natural History
In his introduction to The Changing Presentation of the American Indian, W.
Richard West, the director of the National Museum of the American Indian, worries that
most exhibitions of Native American art influence visitors to view the American Indian
as “frozen in the past.”172 He worries that too many museums use old styles of displays,
such as dioramas or windows that resemble curiosity cabinets. West declares that exhibits
should instead “see Native cultures as dynamic and changing, indeed, often brilliantly
adaptive, rather than static […].”173
When entering the Utah Museum of Natural History (UMNH), a panorama
confronts the visitor (see Fig. 30). This photo-mural taken by John Telford and David
Schmoll depicts the San Rafael Swell, an arid yet scenic series of mesas, cliffs, buttes,
and canyons in west-central Utah. To the right of the mural hangs a wall panel that asks if
the landscape is constant, or constantly changing:
This photo-mural depicts what appears to be an eternal landscape. It is really
under constant change, but much of this happens very slowly. Geologic changes
are almost invisible. Biological succession happens more quickly, but may still go
undetected before our eyes. Cultural impact can transform the landscape more
quickly than any other earthly force. As we try to understand and live within this
171
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landscape, we face many challenges. By collecting and preserving and
interpreting natural and cultural history, the Utah Museum of Natural History
documents many changes, and challenges us to change the way we see the world
around us.174
This image and label present the thesis of the museum—to document the changes of
natural and cultural history in order to better understand Utah’s environment. Along with
the UMNH’s mission statement to “Celebrate Utah’s native peoples and cultures,”175 and
to “Showcase Utah’s unique and extraordinary environments,”176 this stated thesis seems
to live up to West’s challenge to depict Native cultures as dynamic and changing. Even
the title panel and the entrance to the Cooper Hall of Anthropology, the site displaying
the works of various native Utah tribes, proclaims “Anthropology: The Study of Human
Variation” (see Fig. 31). The Utah Museum of Natural History is revealed as an
environment in which patrons can read cultures and learn.
The Navajo section of the Cooper Hall of Anthropology allows the basket to
reveal the Navajo search for continuity in the face of changing circumstances. The
display features a case containing various works of Navajo art from c. 1870 to 2001 faced
with a large panel explaining the Diné, or Navajo people (see Fig. 32). The panel tells the
story of First Man and First Woman and the founding of the original four clans. The
panel then continues: “The Diné clan system continues to guide and unite the Navajo
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people.”177 Inside the case, a further panel describes this continuity of culture through the
clans: “The Navajo carry on their cultural and social values, their language, and their
traditional ways. The clan system teaches respect for clan relations, which extends to
respect for community. It is a foundation that supports teachings given to the Navajo by
the Holy People centuries ago: to live in balance with nature and the earth’s
inhabitants.”178 In the interest of celebrating native Utah culture, the display preserves
tradition.
The photographs below the exhibition label, however, combine with the Navajo
basket to conceal the adaptations the Navajo have made in the face of these changing
environments (see Fig. 33). On the left smiles a Navajo woman from the early 1900s
showing off her young child who beams brightly at the camera from inside his/her tight
wrappings. The mother is dressed traditionally, wearing several strands of beads with a
patterned blanket draped over her shoulders. On the right, Kami Ortis, a toddler in this
photo taken in 2001, looks tentatively out at the viewer as she clutches a young lamb. Her
traditional dress and slippers connect her to the Navajo past. The youth of the children—
their same chubby cheeks and wide eyes—speak of this timeless world that maintains the
façade of a static culture.
In this time capsule, the baskets don’t tell a story of transformation. On the right
rest two wedding baskets (see Fig. 34). Likely woven by the Paiute, the baskets sit in the
Navajo display across the walkway from the Paiute display case. Above the baskets
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hangs a modern rug, woven in 1985 by Mae Bow. The rug depicts a tree of life growing
out of the traditional basket. The image speaks of the strength of traditional culture, but
without reference to the environments that have changed the basket over time, the image
testifies to the static world created by the display. On the right sits the Beacon Basket Set,
woven in 2001 (see Fig. 35). The display again ignores the apparent connection with the
formal elements of a minimalist aesthetic as exemplified by Frank Stella (b. 1936) and
other twentieth-century artists, choosing instead to pair the baskets with a blanket woven
in the early 1870s. Patrons learn about continuity, but the contemporary Navajo who
adapts with the changing environment remains hidden.
Conclusion
American natural history museums, taking their cues from Charles Willson
Peale’s museum, are founded on the ideal that it is important to educate patrons, because
through education, people can make better-informed decisions and live more virtuous
lives. Visitors accomplish this by studying the artifacts of peoples both strange and
familiar. In this environment, works like Navajo baskets contain histories that teach
patrons about the culture of the objects’ creators.
There is a danger in seeking to educate an audience. Knowing a people can
become tantamount to controlling a people. Through knowledge of a culture’s customs
and history, one can assert supremacy as one might by perusing a text. Museums can
allow this to happen when they employ archaic and derogatory methods of display like
curiosity cabinets and natural history displays.
Native Americana was first displayed to European viewers in curiosity cabinets.
In these rooms where both the familiar and strange were shown off in bulk in an effort to
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display the collector’s wealth, American Indian objects found their place among unicorn
horns and two-headed skeletons. Even later, when the cabinets were organized under a
defined taxonomy, Native Americana was surrounded by stuff that signaled the bizarre.
Knowledge of the strange meant the viewer could control it.
On Brigham Young University campus, the Museum of Peoples and Cultures
seeks to educate its patrons by expressing global rites of passage and to help viewers
make better decisions as they understand the commonality of the human experience.
Largely due to the makeup of its collection, the exhibition Seeking the Divine undercuts
this goal as it employs a curiosity cabinet display. Not only are the objects within the
show packed tightly in cabinets, but they also originate from non-Western countries; the
display does not include any Western examples. Without a Western equivalent, the
display cannot speak of global values. Rather, the objects, and the Navajo basket among
them, discuss only the amalgam of exotic miscellany.
The Utah Museum of Natural History admirably seeks to educate its patrons by
celebrating Utah’s cultures and showing the revisions they make in a changing
environment. This goal is in keeping with Richard West’s challenge to reveal American
Indian cultures as dynamic and adaptive. As an artifact to reveal history, the basket seems
capable of fulfilling that ideal.
The museum, however, chooses to emphasize the continuity of traditions in its
display containing Navajo basketry. By placing works from dramatically different time
periods in the same case and narrating a discussion of tradition through text labels, the
works serve as artifacts and speak of that which is static in the culture. Presented in this
manner, the Navajo baskets teach of resistance to change despite changing environments.
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CHAPTER FOUR
NAVAJO BASKETS IN THE FINE ART MUSEUM: A MEANING-MAKING
ENVIRONMENT THAT CAN REVEAL THE CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN
INDIAN
Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, scholars of American Indian art
justified Native American works as valid objects of serious study by stressing their color,
shape, and line at the expense of context and culture. This was in keeping with
contemporary art historical scholarship that addressed form as the most important
element of art. With this history in mind, some fine art museum displays still emphasize
the form of Native American works. Such museums can reveal the basket’s meaning as a
purveyor of abstract formal elements while concealing its identity as both a reflection and
a conveyor of cultural permanence and adaptation.
But the 1960s saw the beginning of an intellectual revolution that eventually
rejected purely formal investigation of art in favor of philosophical inquiry that considers
the context and meaning of works. When a fine art museum embraces this philosophy, it
has the potential to create a dialogue with a Navajo basket that reveals the Navajo
identity of continuity and change.
American Indian Art Scholarship: Moving From Formal Analysis to Postmodern
Investigation
Franz Boas, ironically considered the father of modern anthropology, was the first
to stress Native American art’s aesthetic qualities. In his seminal work Primitive Art,
published first in 1927, Boas claimed that “Artistic enjoyment is […] based essentially
upon the reaction of our minds to form,” and all peoples create forms which produce this
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aesthetic pleasure. 179 Boas cites the even stitches and regular pattern of coiled basketry,
the very technique used by the Navajo in their basket-weaving, as a high degree of
technical formality which yields aesthetic pleasure.180 Although Boas allows that there
are “ideas” associated with form, he believes it is the purely formal elements that
essentially defined a work, particularly a “primitive” work, as art.181
Just as African art entered the European avant-garde art world when earlytwentieth century artists turned to “primitive” sources for inspiration, Native American
art became a source for American art between 1910 and 1940. Early modernists such as
Max Weber and Marsden Hartley turned to Native American objects for the “primitive”
color, pattern, and vitality they desired in their works.182 They believed many nonWestern artworks to have validity in their abstraction and sought ideas from uniquely
American “primitive” pieces to form an avant-garde American art. The examples of such
early modernists would influence later painters such as Adolph Gottlieb, Jackson Pollock,
and Richard Pousette-Dart who would also turn to American Indian art to create their
pictograph paintings.183
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Indian Art of the United States was a significant and critically acclaimed
exhibition that opened January 22, 1941 at the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA).184
Organized largely by René d’Harnoncourt, director of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board,
the exhibition took place on all three floors of the MOMA, and when it had finished its
tour of the United States, approximately 1.5 million viewers had seen the show.185
D’Harnoncourt displayed works from American Indians living on the continent centuries
previous, like an Adena male effigy pipe dated 100 A.D., alongside contemporary works
such as Awa Tsireh’s (1898-1955) gouache depicting the Green Corn Ceremony dated
1922.186
D’Harnoncourt united the works through his innovative installation design that
began to identify the works as fine art and highlighted their formal qualities rather than
their historical attributes as artifacts (see Fig. 36). Alfred H. Barr, who served as director
of the MOMA, commented, “[D’Harnoncourt] avoided both the purely aesthetic isolation
and the waxworks of the habitat group . . . The varied galleries seemed informal at first
glance, but were calculated in size, perspective, sequence, color, light level, sometimes
dramatic but never theatrical, and functional rather than decorative. The presentation of
the works of art achieved both aesthetic and intellectual delight.”187 The effect was so
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convincing that one critic claimed the show took the “Indian arts and crafts out of the
category of curios and [put] them where—by virtue of color, design, and craftsmanship—
they belong: among the American fine arts.”188
Along with the exhibition, the MOMA published a catalog written by
d’Harnoncourt and the curator of Indian Art at the Denver Museum, Frederic H. Douglas.
The authors recognized that while knowing the background of an object can increase a
viewer’s satisfaction, “In theory, it should be possible to arrive at a satisfactory aesthetic
evaluation of the art of any group without being much concerned with its cultural
background. A satisfactory organization of lines, spaces, forms, shades and colors should
be self-evident wherever we find it.”189 Later in the catalogue, d’Harnoncourt and
Douglas describe “Indian Art for Modern Living,” describing Native American art’s
“valuable contribution to modern American art and life.”190 The catalogue then displays a
Cherokee-made wastepaper basket, a Seminole cotton patchwork applied to an afterskiing suit (see Fig. 37), and Navajo cast silver pins and a bracelet, lent to the MOMA by
Mrs. René d’Harnoncourt.
Boas and d’Harnoncourt both followed contemporary trends by appealing to the
aesthetic nature of American Indian art to justify its inclusion as fine American art. Fine
art in the first half of the twentieth century seemed to be emphasizing its own formal
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qualities—a pattern promoted by the influential art critic Clement Greenberg. In 1961,
Greenberg presented as part of a series of radio broadcast lectures the address “Modernist
Painting.” In it Greenberg claimed that throughout time, painting had sought to define
itself by the nature of its medium—a tendency that had accelerated during the twentieth
century. Greenberg claimed that “flatness alone,” a characteristic defined in painting by
the formal elements of a work, “was unique and exclusive to pictorial art.”191 According
to Greenberg, this reduction to formal components defined the quality of all types of art.
Promoters of Native American art accordingly appealed to the flat characteristics of its
pictorial designs to categorize it as fine and legitimate art.
Greenberg continued to explain a purity that art achieved when reduced to its
most basic and aesthetic elements. By reducing itself to the nature of its medium,
Greenberg claimed, art is “rendered ‘pure’, and in its ‘purity’ find[s] the guarantee of its
standards of quality.”192 Due to this “purity,” artists and viewers who subscribed to
Greenberg’s theories began to attribute spirituality to high-modern art independent of
meaning and context.
Early postmodern artists and scholars revolted against Greenberg aesthetics in the
1960s. The organized movements of Minimalism and Conceptual Art claimed Greenberg
neglected both the viewer and meaning essential to art. Throughout the 1960s, artists and
critics rejected the arrogance they perceived in Greenberg’s explanations of truth and
purity, hoping to restore the meaning-making discourse between an individual and a
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work. As part of a later manifestation of this intellectual revolution, artists from different
cultural backgrounds began using their identity to inspire their art. Dr. George Boyce and
Lloyd Kiva New, Cherokee, founded the Institute of American Indian Arts in 1962, an art
school in Santa Fe that trains young Native Americans artists and is dedicated to the
contemporary expression of American Indian cultures.193 University departments began
to recognize Native American art history as an academic discipline in the 1970s.194 The
first Native American scholars applied the then current trends of attribution, historical
stylistic change, and Panofskian iconographic studies to native works. Subsequent
scholars rigorously reviewed the discipline as fellow art historians began discussing the
“new” art history subject to semiotic and poststructuralist modes of textual analysis. They
began to study how social and environmental factors influenced the creation of Native
American works and examined how race, gender, and class affected their meaning.195
Fine art museum exhibitions held in the early 1970s at the Whitney Museum of American
Art in New York City, the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, and The Nelson-Atkins
Museum of Art in Kansas City lent their authority to the display of Native American
art.196
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But despite the rejection of Greenbergian aesthetics, current scholars and
museums still tend to emphasize the formal and anonymously spiritual qualities of Native
American art in their writings and displays. Donald Kuspit, professor of art and
philosophy at the State University of New York, fell into this Greenbergian trap when he
lauded the purity behind Native American aesthetics for the 2004 exhibition catalogue of
the Charles and Valerie Diker Collection displayed at the National Museum of the
American Indian. “Let’s take the bull by the horns,” he said. “I want to de-emphasize the
cultural, emphasize the aesthetic aspect—the sensuous elegance and power, which
invariably signify spiritual depth and complexity—of Native American art.”197 Kuspit
rejoiced in the formal flatness of American Indian works: “[In Native American art]
closed-figure—whether mandala-like pattern or seemingly archetypal presence—and
open ground are usually flat surfaces, as though acknowledging the basic surface of the
object. Indeed, however much the figure seems to finesse the surface by dramatically
standing out from it, the figure remains grounded in the surface and thus “part” of the
object—essential to its identity in whatever obscure way. Even when the image depicts
an obviously round object, it is usually flattened into planarity […].”198 And Kuspit
continues to echo Greenbergian purity, a spirituality removed from meaning and context,
when he refers to the “mana-manitou-orenda latent in [Native American art], which
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spontaneously moves people […] whatever their culture and society.”199 This continued
attempt to justify American Indian art as fine art by stressing its formal aesthetics denies
viewer participation in the meaning-making process and is therefore a poor
rationalization for including Native American art in a fine art museum.200
David W. Penney, Chief Curator at the Detroit Institute of Arts and scholar of
recent Native American art, suggests a different approach to American Indian art studies
in the introduction to his book Native American Art Masterpieces. Penney points out that
in American Indian cultures, the aesthetic value of an object stems not just from its form,
but from its meaning and significance: “Care in craftsmanship, mastery over technique,
inventive and dynamically conceived design—all the factors considered when evaluating
the formal properties of an object—possess important cultural significance as well, such
as the love for family expressed in the creation of an elaborately decorated set of regalia,
or the intensity of spiritual experience conveyed in the painting on a war shield.”201
Excellent American Indian artworks are true “masterpieces” not because they are

199

Ibid., 28. Mana-manitou-orenda refers to a universal, impersonal force or
quality that is present in people, animals, and inanimate objects. Mana is commonly
discussed among Melanesian and Polynesian peoples. Manitou refers to a similar concept
in Algonquin-Wakashan mythology. Orenda cites a similar phenomenon in Sioux
cultures. Recently, the concept has been popular in fantasy media.
200

Arthur Danto comes to a similar conclusion in his article “Artifact and Art”
when he states “if one treats what we call ‘art’ as a matter of formal design, there are no
grounds for excluding, and very good grounds for including, among the displays of the
Museum of Modern Art, items like toasters and mixers and helicopters, which on that
level are not to be distinguished from works by Matisse or Malevich or Mondrian, or the
mounting of an exhibition of Shaker design at the Whitney Museum of American Art.”
Danto, 27.
201

David W. Penney, Native American Art Masterpieces (Westport, CT: Hugh
Lauter Levin Associates, 1996), 10.

86

superiorly executed or because the viewer receives pleasure from their aesthetic qualities,
but because they adeptly apply “culturally-rooted visual language to unique and personal
expression.”202 And frequently, American Indian artists find this personal expression by
exploring their “Indian” identity. “The visual arts,” Penney continues, “have been fertile
ground for this identity struggle as artists try to reconcile through their work the strong
voice of traditions, the realities of modern life, and the Indian fantasies promoted by
popular culture.”203
Curatorial projects should seek ways to allow this culturally-rooted, visual
language that speaks of contemporary American Indian identity to speak out. The fine art
museum, a venue that profits from a collection of canonical art, can create a discourse
that incorporates the world of Navajo identity as expressed by the basket. By pairing
baskets with other works of fine art, the fine art museum can create a dialogue that
encourages patrons to engage with works and exhibitions and allows the Navajo basket to
express meaning about the contemporary American Indian.
Utah Museum of Fine Arts
The Utah Museum of Fine Arts (UMFA) on the University of Utah’s campus
seeks to “engage visitors in discovering meaningful connections with the artistic
expressions of the world’s cultures.”204 The museum seeks to be inclusive in its survey of
the world’s cultures; as “Utah’s passport to the world,” they house collections dedicated
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to the art of Greece, Rome, Asia, Africa, Egypt, Europe, Oceania, and North and South
America—or in their words, “17,000 pieces of art representing 5,000 years of human
creativity.”205
The layout, however, divides the museum in a manner that emphasizes a divide
between Western and non-Western art. The upper level has galleries dedicated to
“Western” creations, including Greco-Roman, European, and American art as well as a
gallery for the art of Utah and the American West. Downstairs we find works more exotic
in nature; galleries on this floor are dedicated to Asian, African and Egyptian, Oceanic,
Asmat, Pre-Columbian, and Native American art (see Fig. 38).
While there are no Navajo baskets on display in the Native American gallery, the
UMFA houses the Judge and Mrs. Willis W. Ritter Collection of Navajo textiles. These
rugs are displayed on the west side of gallery 101, a section of the Dolores Doré Eccles
and E. Frank Sanguinetti Exhibition Wing located on the lower level. Oceanic, Asmat,
Pre-Columbian, and other works of Native American art, including works from the
Northwest Coast, share space in the gallery. The gallery is partitioned with three partial
walls that separate the four collections. Due to the positioning of the doorways and walls,
patrons circulate around the outer perimeter of the gallery (see Fig. 39). Therefore, when
a viewer enters the gallery through the door from the Asian gallery 102 and turns left, she
sees a Navajo saddle blanket at the end of her sightline, framed by both Pre-Columbian
and Asmat art (see Fig. 40).
Because there has been little contact between Oceanic, Asmat, Pre-Columbian
and Native American cultures, there seems little rationale for setting up a discussion
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between these four widely varied types of art. Certainly they are kept in this grouping by
the UMFA curator over African, Oceanic, and New World Art. Given the text in the
accompanying label (see below), this position suggests a scholarship based on Boasian
discussions of the aesthetic pleasure a viewer can receive from all “primitive” cultures
and does not address the intellectual revolution that began in the 1960s which discussed
all art, African, Oceanic, New World, or European as subject to social and economic
influences. Framed in this manner, the gallery reinforces the division that the layout of
the museum supports; Native American art, and its world of the contemporary American
Indian, belongs with exotic, non-Western art.
Within the Native American section itself, the curator has loosely united the
works under a thesis. The exhibition is entitled Exploring Plateau and Plains: Native
American Art after Lewis & Clark (see Fig. 41). The title suggests the typical white
American viewer become a modern Lewis or Clark and play the part of an adventuring
tourist as she surveys the foreign works of art. The viewer is even allowed to explore
works that predate the voyage; the Lewis and Clark Expedition began in 1804, and some
of the works displayed in the gallery, like the Ancestral Pueblo (Anasazi) pitcher dated
between 725 and 875 A.D., were created long before the white explorers arrived in the
land. The thesis that could have explored a contemporary identity instead serves to
ensconce the American Indian in an amalgam of different cultures.
Left with only a thesis of a separate identity to speak about, text labels
accompanying the Navajo saddle blankets turn again to method and formalism to
enfranchise American Indian art as fine art. The text panel accompanying Saddle Blanket
on the title wall first admirably tells its role in “non-Indian” settings: “During the early
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part of the twentieth century[,] Diné textiles were very fashionable for home decoration
in non-Indian settings. Diné textiles were placed on walls, floors, and beds.”206 It then
leaves this discussion and moves to more extensively discuss the form of the blanket,
illustrating the process of weaving and the designs possible:
As with other Diné textiles[,] two-shed tapestry weave was used to make
saddle blankets with banded and pictorial patterns. A shed is the opening between
the front and back warps through which a weft is passed. The shed is created by
manipulating rods that are held open by the waver using the batten. The warp is
the thin, tightly spun yarn that is woven horizontally over and under the stretched
warp from side to side. In straight weaving[,] the weft is passed over and under
one warp. In tapestry weave the weft completely covers the warp.207
The label then seeks to emphasize the artist’s skill, another discussion of form often used
to justify the works as art:
However[,] the twill weave, which was used exclusively to make saddle
blankets, utilizes the more difficult four-shed setup. The process of setting up four
sheds is very complex and time consuming. The weaver must be very
accomplished and experienced in counting her warp threads to achieve either the
twill or double-weave patterns. Twill weave is a technique in which wefts are
passed over and under a certain number of warps to create plain, diagonal,
diamond or herringbone patterns.208
The exhibition labels marking the individual saddle blankets follow suit; other than
noting their culture of origin, their title, and their collection, the labels merely identify
their design, leaving the works to speak only of their form. The label describing the
blanket on the title wall reads “Checkerboard pattern in three areas,” while the labels
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explaining the other two saddle blankets in the exhibition read “Small diamond twill
pattern,” and “The pattern is a complete turtleback design.”209
The UMFA’s dialogue of separation and formalism never allows the Navajo
saddle blankets to speak of transformation or of a contemporary identity. In the emphasis
on formal qualities, their culturally-rooted visual language is hushed up.
Nora Eccles Harrison Museum of Art
Like the UMFA, the Nora Eccles Harrison Museum of Art (NEHMA) on Utah
State University campus has not entirely integrated American Indian art into its main
exhibitions. Indeed, the Boyden Collection of Western American Indian Art is not located
in the NEHMA itself, but is displayed in the Chase Fine Arts center located east of the
museum. There, a large display case contains works from Hopi, Navajo, Ute, and other
Western American Indian tribes that date between 1910 and 1995 (see Fig. 42).
Tombstone labels—labels merely identifying the object, the artist when available, the
artist’s tribe, and the date of the object—identify the works, and without a curatorial
thesis to help the viewer in her meaning-making endeavors, the tombstone labels only
indicate that they are worth studying in a museum setting. The location of the case
effectively separates the works from a dialogue with other artworks and prevents a
contemporary American Indian voice from emerging.
Within the NEHMA, however, the viewer finds contemporary Native American
works in the exhibition Sight and Sound: A Visual Metaphor. Although no Navajo
baskets are displayed, the Hopi and Acoma ceramic jars conversing in the exhibition
serve as an instructive example of American Indian works in a fine art museum. Sight
209
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and Sound is an exhibition at the NEHMA that seeks to put a soundtrack behind
twentieth-century art. The exhibition illustrates art periods such as cubism by pairing the
innovative neoclassicist composer Igor Stravinsky’s (1882-1971) Octet (1923), in which
Stravinsky repeats several musical phrases without regard to pitch or tempo, with
American cubist Ben Berlin’s (1887-1939) Woman With a Lute (1938) and Dada’s found
object phenomenon by pairing the experimental Italian composer Luciano Berio’s (19252003) Sinfonia (1968), where spoken words by Claude Levi-Strauss, Samuel Beckett, and
Gustav Mahler punctuate the orchestral piece, with California beat artist Ben Talbert’s
(1935-1974) The Ace (1965).
Other than the combination of Arnold Schoenberg’s (1874-1951) A Survivor from
Warsaw (1947) and Rico Lebrun’s (1900-1964) Floor of Buchenwald #2 (1958), where
the works are linked thematically, most works engage in a discussion of formal elements.
For example, the panel linking American minimalist composer Terry Riley’s (b. 1935) In
C (1964) with French-born Guy de Cointet’s (1934-1983) panels This Morning (1979), A
Hot Bath (1979), and Her Eyes (1979) reads:
The use of repetition as a formal device is a central feature of Minimalism in both
the visual arts and in music. An important forerunner of the Minimalist movement
in music was California composer Terry Riley (b. 1935), whose seminal work In
C (1964) demonstrates the process by which a limited number of musical ideas
undergoes gradual change through extreme repetition. […] The repeated modules
of Riley’s music reflect the geometric regularity of Guy de Cointet’s panels, and
both works exhibit subtle variations in their respective patterns that suggest
dynamic processes of sight and sound.210
Three American Indian jars assume a place in this formal conversation. In a
further discussion of Minimalism—one more focused on structure and process—the
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NEHMA pairs pioneering minimalist composer Steve Reich’s (b. 1936) Piano Phase
(1967) with California artist Channa Horwitz’s Eight Expanded (1980) (see Fig. 43). The
label accompanying the pieces describes the similar method both artists take in creating
their works:
Artist Channa Horwitz, motivated by the concepts of structure and process, was
intrigued by the ability of choreographers and composers to construct time-based
forms. Seeking a visual pattern to time, Horwitz turned to elaborate graphs that
she calls “Sonakinatography: Sound and Motion Notations.” Many of her
pictures, like Eight Expanded, depict the unfolding of complex patterns as a
systematic sequence of steps. […] Minimalist composer Steve Reich (b. 1936) is
also interested in clear structures and the perception of process. While
experimenting with electronic tape, Reich noticed that the simultaneous playback
of two tapeloops ran at slightly different speeds, which produced an interesting
array of rhythmic and harmonic counterpoint before cycling back into unison. He
called this phenomenon “phase shifting” and soon applied this principle to works
for live performers. In Piano Phase (1967), two pianists repeat a sequence of
twelve pitches in unison. After several repetitions, one player maintains the initial
tempo while the other accelerates, resulting in temporary turbulence. When they
settle back into rhythmic unison, the pianists are playing in harmony, since one of
the players has shifted on “position” out of phase with the other. This process
continues until the pianists arrive back at the original unison.211
The works by Reich and Horwitz engage in a dialogue of method.
Next to Horwitz’s ink on graphed mylar work, three earthenware jars by Bertha
Tungaria, Marie Chino, and Virginia Lowden enter the conversation (see Fig. 44). The
jars participate with a strict and repeating structure. Lowden’s 1986 polychrome Jar
plays with positive and negative space—like Reich’s counterpoint of rhythm and
harmony—within sectioned off patterns, and repeats those sections in different areas
across the surface of the jar. Bertha Tungaria’s Small Seed Jar (1982) uses a repeated
labyrinth pattern that partitions the work into a regular structure while keeping the
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viewer’s eye moving across the surface. Marie Chino’s Seed Jar (1965) seems to
recognize Horwitz’s sound and motion notations, as her repeated ogival element takes
part of separate designs at the same time and notes the progressive process by swelling
with the curve of the jar and tightening in near the top. The jars speak up in this
discussion of development and repetition.
It is true that this dialogue of structure that proceeds through time has its roots in
Greenbergian formalism. Positive and negative space, partitions of a vase, polychrome
coloring, and ogival elements are all ways of describing an object’s appearance without
reference to meaning. But the thesis of Sight and Sound: A Visual Metaphor is one that
largely explores twentieth-century art movements that sought for abstraction
accompanied by Greenberg’s ideal medium of abstraction—music. In other words,
because all the works in the exhibition are paired by their formal elements, the American
Indian works, presented according to their form, are allowed to take part in that
discussion. The jars do not reveal a world of the contemporary, adaptive Native
American. But the method of display is instructive because, rather than separating the
objects in a display of non-Western art, it encourages the jars to converse with Western
art within a structured thesis.
Brigham Young University Museum of Art
Circling the Lied Gallery in the main entrance to the Brigham Young University
Museum of Art (MOA) runs the following mission statement: “The Museum of Art is a
place where the heart and mind are brought together to seek knowledge and value, selfaffirmation, and spiritual understanding. We hope your experience in the museum will
nurture a more reflective mind, a capacity for deeper inquiry, a stronger commitment to
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excellence and integrity, and heightened appreciation for others and their ideas” (see Fig.
45). The statement reflects the MOA’s promise to the patrons to provide an introspective
environment, but it also explains the viewer’s responsibility in coming to the museum—
that the pieces are but one of the terms necessary in a work of art and that the end goal is
a more profound person. The patron enters the MOA’s exhibitions reminded that he/she
has a vital role in engaging the works in a meaning-making process.
The MOA opened a reinstallation of their permanent collection in 2005 and 2006.
The museum desired an installation that would encourage patrons to engage with the
works of art by challenging their assumptions about America and American identity.
“The reinstalled collection will be titled American Dreams,” the exhibition proposal
reads, “referring to the archetypal expression of the perception of America as presenting a
unique opportunity for success, but pluralized to reflect the diversity and disparity that
characterizes America.”212 The museum hoped to engage patrons in this dialogue and to
reveal the institutional voice through “selective juxtapositions of contrasting works of
art.”213 When two works of art not typically seen together were paired, the museum
hoped, the patron would have the opportunity to seek understanding about the larger
context of the work of art and about why those works might be shown side by side.
The title wall for the resulting exhibition American Dreams identifies the
museum’s role in creating meaning (see Fig. 46). Surrounded by a collage of images from
works by American artists like Andy Warhol (1928-1987), Sarah Miriam Peale (1800-
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1885), Maynard Dixon (1875-1946), John Steuart Curray, J. Alden Weir (1852-1919),
and Eanger Irving Course (1866-1936), the epigram accompanying the show’s title reads,
“These pieces selected for this exhibition were created by American artists in the 18th,
19th, and twentieth centuries. While the artworks are on display in this show, we examine
them as ideas or visions of America, according to the exhibition thesis. Later, when they
appear in new settings, other meanings will emerge.”214 The panel acknowledges that a
person or an institution created the exhibition on view and that works take part in that
structured dialogue.
The first section of the show discusses the dream of Eden in establishing an
American identity. The text panel adorning the entrance to the “Dream of Eden” galleries
reads:
This section of American Dreams explores artistic visions of America as a new
Eden. For thousands of years, humankind has longed for a return to an Edenic
Golden Age, when people lived in harmony with unspoiled nature. Indeed, early
explorers and colonizers described America, with its pristine wilderness and
exotic plant and animal species, as a new Garden of Eden unspoiled by
civilization.215
The section then explores three ideas following the progress of the Utopian dream in
establishing American identity. First, the thesis and the works speak of nature
unblemished, a pastoral vision accompanied by Hudson River landscapes devoid of
human presence. Works in this section, like Frederic Edwin Church’s (1826-1900) View
of the Hudson River Valley from Olana (1867), remind the viewer that this utopia is a
214
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constructed vision of Eden.216 Next, the ideas move on to the West as Eden, discussing
views of Manifest Destiny when some white Americans felt it a God-given right to
conquer laterally across the American continent and including works like Thomas
Moran’s (1837-1926) Mary’s Veil: A Waterfall in Utah (c. 1871). The final section
examines the occupation of Eden and the misuse that can arise from having stewardship
over the land. Works like William Bliss Baker’s (1859-1886) Fallen Monarchs (1886)
share hope that the land can regenerate and the American identity can regain paradise.217
In this final section, an Ancestral Pueblo basket participates in a discussion about
changing environments (see Fig. 47). The basket is juxtaposed with such other works of
art as Minerva Teichert’s (1889-1976) The Miracle of the Gulls (1936). Here the basket
voices a reminder of American Indian presence in the American Garden of Eden long
before the arrival of European settlers. Specifically—in conversation with Miracle of the
Gulls—the basket speaks of the Mormon pioneers who sought to establish their own Zion
and Manifest Destiny in Utah Territory, in an already occupied Ancestral Pueblo land.
The curator guides the discussion by using text labels and display to integrate the
basket’s voice into the thesis of the section. The text label is divided into two parts. The
first section in bold reads, “This basket demonstrates the presence of Native Americans in
what is now Arizona long before the arrival of the white man. Its excavation from the
216
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earth calls to mind European literary traditions that saw Native Americans as innocent,
simple, and at one with the land.”218 The basket is displayed flat in a vitrine, much like
you might find in a natural history museum (see Fig. 47). Here the display supports the
thesis; it echoes the excavation and European romantic ideas referred to in the label. The
display serves as a barb which reveals the European vision of the Native American as
stereotypically simple and part of the landscape, a view which helped settlers justify their
conquest to spread West. In the discussion of the utopian vision of a pristine American
land, the basket actively participates in the dialogue by questioning that ideal.
Although the museum display questions the validity of the simplistic and natural
stereotype often applied to American Indians in the nineteenth century, the basket reveals
more about the white settlers than it does about the Ancestral Pueblos who created it. It
serves to remind the viewer of the presence of Native Americans in the land white
believed was there for the taking, but, at this point in the exhibition, it is still subjected to
the museum’s purpose, and conceals meaning as an expression of the Ancestral Pueblo.
An Apache basket serves a similar role in the section of American Dreams
entitled “American Aspirations.” This section of the show explores the leisure available
to the genteel upper class of Americans around the turn of the century that eventually
became an ideal of American democracy. The wall panel describing the ease and
refinement of this class reads, “Portraiture often displays the gentility and prosperity of
individual members of a society. Paintings of the established upper class in American
society are visible proof that some attained the America dream of affluence, according
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them a coveted status. Their pictured wealth and accomplishments represent the fruition
of the hopes and aspirations of millions of workers across the United States.”219 Framing
that discussion of wealth, the walls are covered in a textured wallpaper, while a Persian
rug lies underneath a comfy ottoman to add an air of refinement to the portraits like Sarah
Miriam Peale’s Portrait of Patience Cole Cortland (c. 1840) and John Singer Sargent’s
(1856-1929) Mrs. Edward Goetz (1901) (see Fig. 48).
In this dialogue of wealth and comfort, a basket from Hubbell’s trading post in
Ganado, AZ speaks of precious collectables (see Fig. 49). Tilted toward the light so that
the basket is shown off as rare and beautiful, the basket converses with the fine portraits
that surround it. The label that aids the basket to open a world of refinement and
prosperity reads:
This basket is among those collected by Arizonan Don Lorenzo Hubbell
between 1880 and 1930. He sold Native American baskets through his trading
business to wealthy Americans traveling West to see the land and its native
inhabitants. The purchase and display of Indian craft items was evidence of one’s
elite status.
Apache baskets are highly collectible due to their fine construction. This
basket exhibits a squash-blossom design borrowed from the California Mission
Indians. The even rigid rounded coils are characteristic of Apache baskets. The
Apache’s final surrender to U.S. Government occurred in 1886. They now
number between 5,000 and 6,000 on reservations in Arizona, New Mexico, and
Oklahoma.220
Integrated into a conversation about American aspirations, the Apache basket emerges as
a collector’s item, and speaks of wealthy Eastern environment to which the American
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Indian, in their typically adaptive manner, responded by becoming producers for a
consumer culture.
Again, the basket remains a political object in the museum thesis. The basket is
coincidentally Apache; it reveals more about the wealthy, white Easterner’s desire for
anything exotic and Western. The basket helps the viewer ponder elements of luxury and
wonder about the exotic frontier and how it entered Eastern ideals of comfort, but the
environment that produced the basket is still concealed from the viewer.
It is in the third section of American Dreams, “Envisioning America,” that a
Navajo basket is allowed to reveal the contemporary American Indian. “Envisioning
America” proposes various conceptions of what America is. The wall panel introducing
the section explains this idea, and also reminds the viewer that works continue to live
when they find voice within different dialogues:
The artworks in these galleries represent a mosaic of perceptions or
visions of the United States of America. They include a wide variety of media,
styles, and subjects. Each individual piece reflects particular understandings of
the nation at a specific moment in history, demonstrating the changing
conceptions of “America.” The artworks also contribute to our ideas of what
America is.
The pieces selected for this exhibition were created by American artists in
the 18th, 19th, and twentieth centuries. While on display in this show, specific
meanings related to the theme of the exhibition emerge from the works. Later,
when they appear in other settings, they will take on new meanings. The everchanging interpretations of artworks enliven them, encouraging continual viewing
of the pieces in new ways.221
This section first discusses the roots of American identity, exploring the near
mythological beginnings of America shown in works like Landing of the Pilgrims (c.
1845) and Victor Nehlig’s (1830-1909) Pocahontas and John Smith (1870). It then
221
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explores the testing of that identity as it measured up to European nations and faced
questions of democratic equality at the turn of the century.
In the final room of the exhibition, the conversation turns to the realization of
American identity, a discussion that addresses the confidence of America as a
superpower and as the center of the art world and also examines the inclusion of some
minority groups in that individuality (see Fig. 50). The wall panel introducing this section
reads:
America emerged as a new world power after World War I. Following
World War II, the nation realized its identity as one of the most powerful nations
on earth. Optimism and assurance prevailed in post-war America, and New York
City became one of the world's major art centers. Some American artists
celebrated the achievements of their country, while others employed the right of
free speech to critique their society.
Among the works in this gallery, visual expressions of skyscrapers, neon
signs, and highways reflect and maintain the perception of America as a
technological giant, creating a positive picture of the vibrant national culture.
Other images, however, generate critical commentary on the role and acceptance
of immigrants, the division of social classes, and the negative effects of industry
on American life.222
The room sets up a dialogue about contemporary American identity.
Lorraine Black’s (b. 1970) Code Talkers (2002) enters the dialogue of identity
and patriotism (see Fig. 51). Code Talkers was woven shortly after September 11, 2001, a
time in the United States when most Americans felt a surge of patriotism at the beginning
of the United States battle in Afghanistan and Iraq. Mounted on the wall, the privileged
place for fine art, the basket engages in discussion with N. C. Wyeth’s (1882-1945) Our
Emblem (c. 1942), painted during another time of patriotism—at the beginning of World
War II. The central eagles unite the two works. Code Talkers speaks of the unique role
222
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the Navajo played in World War II, the uniting event that inducted the Navajo into
American identity in the mind of both the Diné and non-Indian Americans. The museum
moderates this discussion in the label:
In this basket, Navajo artist Lorraine Black acknowledges the Navajo as an
important presence in America.
Black uses traditional basket weaving to honor the “code-talkers”—some
400 Navajo marines who served their country during World War II. They used the
Navajo language to develop a secret military code that the enemy could not break.
The central image of the basket depicts the stars and stripes and an eagle. In the
large white border, Black has created her own message using images from the
secret language of the code talkers. President Bush honored code-talkers with a
Congressional Gold Medal in 2001, the year before Black made this basket. Wind
Talkers, a movie centered on the code talkers, was released in 2002.223
Integrated into the curatorial thesis about American identity, the Navajo basket is allowed
to enter a discussion of cultural identity and adaptation.
In a room that generates a discussion about identity, the basket’s media and
design reveal the Navajo desire for cultural continuity. As the museum notes in the
exhibition label, Black has created her cultural expression through traditional basket
weaving. Scholar Kathy M’Closky’s Navajo informant reminds us that “[T]o [the
Navajo], weaving [is] their own. […] The elements of weaving may have changed in time
as the Navajo went through life and encountered other people with different cultures, but
the form is not different, it is still Navajo.”224 Black has tightly woven the Code Talkers
basket by stitching dyed split sumac reeds on a rod foundation, twenty-eight coils wide
(see Fig. 52). The central circle and surrounding inward-pointing and outward-pointing
black triangles recall the wedding basket landscape, a design that, accompanied by ritual,
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served to stabilize the Diné in violent cultural environments. Black provides an atiin, or a
pathway out that begins at the center circle and points toward the place where Black
terminates her weaving at the basket’s edge. A herring-bone design circles the rim,
marking the work as distinctly Navajo.
The room also explores American identity as it grew more inclusive after World
War II; as a part of this discussion, the basket generates a dialogue about the many
adaptations the Navajo made in the face of changing environments—a cultural trait that
helped form contemporary consciousness and made it possible for the Navajo to become
a part of American identity. Black has woven an eagle in the center of the basket—the
point that marks emergence. The eagle and the eagle chant are significant in Navajo
culture; Monster Slayer, the young man who entered the realm of the ye’ii, had to learn
the eagle chant in order to be accepted there.225 But Black has woven the eagle in front of
a United States flag, indicating the figure as representative of American identity. Through
it, the Navajo appear to have accepted new ideas in order to be accepted in American
consciousness. Black has depicted Navajo ye’ii, the holy people who intervene on behalf
of the Diné, circling the central design. Their very presence on the basket indicates
Navajo adaptation; in previous centuries, the Navajo had a taboo against including ye’ii
in their art. The previous two sections of the show revealed the American Indian as
separate from white society; Black defines her inclusion in American identity by taking
advantage of the stereotypes surrounding art and Native Americans. She chooses
basketry, not painting, and joins in the rejection of Greenbergian aesthetics like Warhol
does on the opposite wall. She plays on the continued interest in Native American art and
225
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uses traditional symbols that were once taboo in art to sell to an eager audience. By
playing by the rules of the white American world, the basket reveals the adaptations the
Navajo make to continue their culture, the same way they historically did when in contact
with the Pueblo, Spanish, and nineteenth-century traders.
World War II was a particularly significant time for the Navajo; in this room that
discusses a powerful new American identity that formed after the turmoil, Black’s basket
reveals new symbols that speak of the Navajo introduction into the United States
consciousness. As noted in the exhibition label, Black creates a message using the secret
language of the code talkers. She indicates the Navajo landscape that changed through
this important endeavor by including two Navajo profiles—one of a man with a
traditional hairstyle and another of a man wearing an army helmet. In such a probing
environment and discussed in the context of a thesis of identity, the basket has the most
potential to represent the Navajo’s balance between a desire for continuity and a long
tradition of adaptation.
The fine art museum necessarily presents to a white American viewer. As such, it
requires works to discuss within a Western thesis and is not able to reveal the entire
world of the American Indian. Also, there are only three works by Native Americans in
American Dreams. Indeed, one could argue that such a minimal inclusion is a tokenistic
attempt. But it is a beginning. American Dreams points to an environment that could play
a part in creating a world where the contemporary American Indian is revealed. Such an
environment would include Navajo baskets in a discussion with other canonical art. It
would necessarily proclaim a curatorial thesis for the basket to discuss. The thesis must
be one that allows the basket to reveal contemporary identity. This fine art venue would
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have the most potential to reveal the basket’s meaning as it represents the contemporary
Navajo who finds identity in continuity and change.
Conclusion
Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, scholars, artists, and curators
justified American Indian art as valid art by emphasizing its formal elements. Franz Boas,
in his influential 1927 book Primitive Art, stressed that all cultures produce works that
can be universally appreciated for their aesthetic elements. Early modern artists like Max
Weber and Marsden Hartley turned to Native American works for inspiration in the form
of their own paintings. American artists like Adolph Gottlieb, Jackson Pollock, and
Richard Pousette-Dart continued that tradition in the 1940s and 1950s. In 1941, under the
direction of René d’Harnoncourt, the Museum of Modern Art opened an exhibition titled
Indian Art of the United States that convinced the public that Native American art, based
on its color and design, ought to be considered fine American art. Scholars, artists, and
curators all validated American Indian art by appealing to its form.
This aesthetic validation was in keeping with current art historical scholarship.
Clement Greenberg, a leading twentieth-century art critic, claimed that art was most pure
when stripped down to its basic formal elements. Greenberg’s followers believed that in
this reduction process, art achieved a type of spirituality. Supporters of American Indian
art used the leading art thought to include Native American works in the academic canon.
Meaning became essential to art when various thinkers overthrew Greenberg’s
prescriptive paradigm in the 1960s. Some critics and artists found purely formal art
hierarchical and believed art reduced to its most basic elements removed thinking
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viewers. Movements like Minimalism and Conceptual Art sought to restore meaning to
works.
This new paradigm opened new possibilities for the study and display of
American Indian art. While some scholars and museum displays recall the history of
Greenbergian formalism, others acknowledge the 1960s shift in thought in their
presentation of American Indian art. Fine art museums must recognize this paradigm shift
by including a transparent curatorial thesis and enveloping a thinking viewer in order to
reveal contemporary Native American works.
The Utah Museum of Fine Arts tends to emphasize aesthetic qualities in their
discussion of American Indian works and separate Native American art from Eurocentric
works. American Indian art is displayed in the same gallery as Oceanic, Asmat, and PreColumbian art on a floor below Classical, European, and American works. There is little
rationale for including and placing various works. The text labels that emphasize form
and design don’t help reveal meaning about the contemporary Native American.
At the Nora Eccles Harrison Museum of Art, American Indian pottery is
introduced in a curatorial thesis. Despite much of their Native American collection being
kept in a display cabinet outside of the museum building, the museum has included three
earthenware jars by Bertha Tungaria, Marie Chino, and Virginia Lowden in their
exhibition Sight and Sound: A Visual Metaphor. Their position in a dialogue with Steve
Reich’s Piano Phase and Channa Horwitz’ Eight Expanded does little to reveal the
contemporary American Indian, but their ability to communicate within a readable thesis
points to how Native American works can begin to speak in the fine art museum.
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The exhibition American Dreams at the Brigham Young University Museum of
Art indicates an environment with the potential to reveal the contemporary Navajo, an
identity defined by adaptive abilities and a desire to maintain cultural continuity. The
museum and the exhibition stress the importance of a thinking viewer and strive to reveal
the curatorial agenda behind the show. The Navajo basket hangs in the third section of
the show, introduced by two other Native American baskets that reveal stereotypes and
contradictions in American dreams. The museum displays the first basket in the “Dream
of Eden” section, and the basket serves as a reminder of the Native American presence
that was ignored as American settlers sought Eden in the West. The second basket
provides context in the “American Aspirations” section, helping to reveal the American
seeking luxury who displays wealth by acquiring such an exotic item. While neither of
these baskets reveal much about the contemporary American Indian, their discourse helps
to frame the discussion of the Navajo basket located in the third section of the show.
Because the baskets in the “Dream of Eden” and in “American Aspirations” are meant to
reveal the outsider paradigm often applied to Native Americans in the fifteenth through
early twentieth centuries, Lorraine Black’s Code Talkers basket can speak about the
Navajo introduction into American identity. Within the section entitled “Envisioning
America,” the basket begins to reveal a world of adaptation and cultural continuity.
While the fine art museum is the environment with the most potential to reveal the
contemporary Navajo, several exhibition traits are essential for that to happen. The
viewer must be reminded that they have an active role in the meaning-making process.
The museum must make transparent a curatorial thesis within which the basket can speak.
And the thesis must allow for the basket to reveal the identity of the contemporary
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Navajo who adapts to changing environments and maintains cultural continuity in the
midst of change. The Navajo identity consists of both adaptation and permanence.
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CONCLUSION
The environment in which a work is displayed conceals and reveals different
connotations of a work. Meaning is revealed when a Navajo basket is displayed in a
trading post, in a natural history museum, and in a fine art museum. But the fine art
museum has the most potential to reveal the basket’s meaning as it represents the Navajo
desire for continuity and change.
The trading post, an environment that historically influenced the idea of “original”
Navajo art, still plays a crucial role in Navajo art production. Contemporary basket
weavers present their works for sale there, and traders play a crucial role in
recommending designs for profit. The Navajo adapts to consumer culture by producing
consumer products. But, on the other hand, the environment seeks to hide this identity in
the myth of an unchanging past. When baskets are viewed in trading posts like the
Hubbell Trading Post National Historic Site and the Twin Rocks Trading Post, the basket
reveals a history of a mythical West. This same mythical environment pervades whiteAmerican consciousness and conceals contemporary Navajo dialogue about change and
continuity.
The natural history museum, an environment dedicated to teaching about the
past, sometimes uses strategies such as curiosity cabinets and life-groups to reveal objects
as historical artifacts. These strategies can distance the American Indian from white
Americans. In environments like the BYU Museum of Peoples and Cultures and in the
Utah Museum of Natural History the environment of education can conceal the Navajo as
unchanging and locked in the past.
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The fine art museum has been a changing environment within the last century. It
has been regarded as a venue where form and beauty are analyzed. Such a museum can
reveal the basket’s meaning as a purveyor of abstract formal elements while concealing
its identity as both a reflection and a conveyor of cultural continuity and change. Displays
currently at Utah Museum of Fine Art continue this formal tradition. But in the latter part
of the century, the fine art museum rededicated itself as an environment where meaning
can be probed. Of the venues I have examined, the fine arts museum has the most
potential to reveal the contemporary Navajo as he seeks a balance between continuity and
change. Displays at the Nora Eccles Harrison Museum of Art and the Brigham Young
University Museum of Art that include American Indian art in a discussion with
canonical art, integrate them in a probing curatorial dialogue, and provide space for that
dialogue to reverberate, begin to demonstrate how this can occur.
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Trading Post collection. Photo taken by the author, January 2007.
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